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EDITOR'S NOTES
The articles in this volume focus our attention on an ever
important and defining part of the ethnic studies project. That
is, the continuing quest to seek out information and to form
perspectives which better- more completely and accurately
- inform the multilayered experiences of ethnic groups.
This is a critically important part of what we do in ethnic
studies: push the boundaries of what is known towards what
is unknown with the belief that more still is knowable. This
heuristic feature of ethnic studies insures a dynamism not
always found in other disciplines. Ethnic studies scholarship
reflects a willingness to search out new information, form
new perspectives, craft new epistemologies through which
to know and better understanding the experiences of ethnic
groups. It is within this tradition that these articles make
both substantive and theoretical contributions to what is
known and knowable about the lives and experiences of
ethnic groups.
jose Medina in "Tongues Untied: Polyphonic Identities in
the Hispanic Family," draws our attention to the existence
of multiple identities within Hispanic families and the
need for all individuals to be free to verbally express
their identities and in doing so, shape their own cultural
experiences. Reiland Rabaka's W.E.B. DuBois's 'The Comet'
and Contributions to Critical Race Theory: An essay on Black
Radical Politics and Anti-Racist Social Ethics," undertakes a
critique of contemporary critical race theory by arguing for
a more expansive analysis ofW.E.B. DuBois's writing on the
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subjects of race and racism. The author argues that DuBois's
short story has much to contribute to our understanding of
how race and racism are deeply structured into this society.
In "No Opportunity for Song: A Slovak Immigrant's Silencing
Analyzed Through Her Pronoun Choice," Danusha Goska
analyzes the effects of discrimination and marginalization
on her immigrant mother. The author asserts that one of the
effects is illustrated through pronoun references to self and
others. Abu Bah argues in "Racial Profiling and the War on
Terror: Changing Trends and Perspectives," that policies and
practices of racial profiling are patently anti-democratic.
While racial profiling has long been an odious practice
against African Americans, the author critiques how the post
9/11 practice is being carried out against Arabs and Muslims

and those presumed to be. A. Lamia Gul<;ur's "Resistance and
Reinvention of the Subject in jackie Kay's Trumpet explores
how forms of resistance against essentialist norms of race
and gender identification can occur as acts of reinvention
of self identify.

ii

CONTRIBUTORS
Jose Medina is Associate Professor of Philosophy atVanderbilt
University.

His work is in Philosophy of Language and

Philosophy of Ethnicity.

Reiland Rabaka teaches in the Department of

Ethnic Studies

at the University of Colorado-Boulder. He is also a faculty
fellow in the Center for Studies of Ethnicity and Race in
America.

Danusha V. Goska

received her MA from U.C. Berkeley

and the Ph.D. from Indiana University, Bloomington. She
currently teaches English and Women's Studies at William
Paterson University.

Abu B. Bah

is assistant Professor of Sociology at Northern

Illinois University.

A. Lamia Giil�ur

is a faculty member in the Department

of Western Languages and Literatures, Bogazic;i University,
Turkey.

Ill

Medina-Tounges Untied

TONGUES UNTIED: POLYPHONIC IDENTITIES
AND THE HISPANIC FAMILY
Jose Medina
Vanderbilt University

1. Toward a Polyphonic View of Cultural Identity
In this paper I will use the Bakhtinian notion of polyphony, 1
of a choral dialogue of multiple and heterogeneous voices, to
elaborate a pluralistic account of cultural identity in general and

of Hispanic identity in particular. I will complicate and further
pluralize the Bakhtinian notion by talking about the overlapping
and criss-crossing dialogues of heterogeneous voices that go
into the formation of cultural identities. My pluralistic view
emphasizes that cultural identity is bound up with differences
and opposes those homogeneous models that try to irnpose a
unique articulation of collective identity on the members of a
group. Although I will not explicitly discuss the cornplex relations
between cultural identity and racial and ethnic identity/ my
pluralistic view underscores that racial and ethnic elements are
crucial components of cultural identity and of its heterogeneous
nature; and I oppose those contemporary views that talk about
"post-ethnic" and "post-racial" identities, trying to purify individual
and collective identities of racial and ethnic meanings.'
Cultural differences are everywhere. l11ere is no way around
this omnipresent cultural heterogeneity in the 21st century. It has
1
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become clear that the globalized world of today is a pluri-verse,
rather than a uni-verse, and that multiculturalism is not simply
the exotic peculiarity of some post-colonial societies, but the
inescapable predicament of the contemporary world commu nity.
But even multicultural views of today's world and its comm unities
are often not pluralistic enough because they frequently assume
a homogeneous view of the participating cultural identities, as
if each of them had a unique voice and could make only one
unique contribution to the multicultural dialogue. It will be my
contention that not only multicultural societies are polyphonic,
but each cultural group (no matter how homogeneous it may
appear to be) contains a plurality of voices. Cultures speak in
many voices.4 They are heterogeneous through and through.

Differences and heterogen eity go all the way down to the very
core of a cultural identity. So we need an account that can make
sense of identity through differences, not in spite of them.
Through the notion of polyphony I will try to articulate
a pluralistic perspective that can shed light on how cultural
identities are formed, sustained, and transformed, as well as on
how they interact with one another in cross-cultu ral dialogues.
A philosophical elucidation of polyphonic dialogues within
and across cultu res is now needed more than ever. For cultural
differences have come under suspicion and the appreciation of
their positive significance has become a difficult challenge. The
radical pluralism I articulate and defe nd in this paper highlights
the positive contributions of cultural diversity and the dangers
of trying to repress it, tame it, constrain it, or make it fit in fixed
molds and restricted spaces. As it will become clear in the last
section when I apply my pluralistic approach to situated Hispanic
identities in particular cultural contexts, the goal of my polyphonic
view is to facilitate playful and diverse forms of identification
and to open up sites for disidentifica tion,5 calling attention to
alternative cultural spaces in which different (non-conforming)
identities-distanced from mainstream culture--ca n flourish.
In the next section I will articulate my pluralistic view by
elaborating central in sights that I d raw from Wittgen stein's
philosophy of language and philosophy of culture. 1 will further
develop my polyphonic pluralism in the third and fin al section by
elu �idating the linguistic and cultural practices of Hispanics in

particularly challenging contexts: Chicanos living by the Mexico-

2
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U SA border, en Ia frontera; and margi nalized groups living i n
urban ghettos i n Mexico City.
2. Wittgenstein and the Hispanic family
In this section I try to determine what the contemporary
phi losophical debate about Hispanic identity can learn from the
histori cal, practical, and normative contextualism that i nforms
Wittgenstei n's later phi losophy. I argue that from Wittgenstein's
notion of family resemblance we can derive a non-essenti alist
and p luralistic view of cu ltura l identity as somethi ng that is
historica l ly situated, action-based, and value-laden. So the
three crucial i ngredients of my Wittgensteinian fami lial view of
cu ltura l identity are historicity, agency, and normativity. On my
view, cu ltura l identity is produced and mai ntai ned by historical
practices; secondly, it is crucially dependent on the agency of its
members and also on the agency of those with whom they i nteract;
and finally, a cu ltural identity has a normative di mension, that
is, membershi p i n the cu ltura l group is i nformed by normative
attitudes (attitudes that may be quite heterogeneous and often
remain implicit). I develop my Wittgensteinian fami lial view of
Hispanic identity i n two stages. I n the first stage I offer a critical
examination of Jorge G racia's fami lial account. There I argue that
G racia's account is not Wittgensteinian enough and I criticize its
metaphysical presuppositions from a Wittgensteinian perspective.
In the second and more positive stage of my argument I develop
my own polyphonic i nterpretation of the notion of fami ly
resemblance and apply it to Hispanic i dentity.
2a. Gracia's Familial View: History without Agency
and Normativity.
I n Hispanic/Latina Identity Gracia (2000) argues that
the col lective i dentity of Hispanics should be understood as
the identity of a historical family formed by "a unique web of
changi ng historical relations." (p. 49) On thi s fami lial-historical
view, the u nity of H ispanics is not a unity of commonality, but
a unity of community, "a historical unity founded on relations."
(p. 5 0) Accord i ng to G racia, the origi n of the comp lex h istory
that unites "our Hispanic fam i ly" i s "the encounter" of Iberi a
and America i n 1 492. G racia argues that the term "Hispanic" i s
the only appropriate name for our historical fami ly because it
3
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is the only label that can bring together all those Iberians and
Americans who have come to share a cultural identity as a result
of historical events. Rather than discussing the validity of these
specific contentious claims, I want to discuss instead the general
strengths and weaknesses of Gracia's familial view.
The main strength of Gracia's familial-historical view is its
capacity to account for change and diversity as fundamental
aspects of Hispanic identity. On Gracia's view the cultural identity
of a group is neither static nor homogeneous. On the one hand,
Gracia's diachronic view depicts Hispanic identity as something
dynamic that is always in the making and can never be fixed
once and for all. This picture brings to the fore the contingencies
of the past that have contributed to the formation of our Hispanic
identity; and it underscores that the future of our Hispanic family
remains open: "The future is always open and can be different.
We are not trapped in our identity." (p. 190) On the other hand,
Gracia's familial-historical view emphasizes the heterogeneous
character of Hispanic identity: Hispanics share only "family
resemblances" and their identity "is bound up with difference."
(p. 33) Gracia's familial analysis shows that the homogeneity
of group identity is a myth, for families are not homogeneous
wholes composed of pure elements: "They include contradictory
elements and involve mixing. Indeed, contradiction and mixing
seems to be of the essence, for a living unity is impossible without
contradiction and heterogeneity." (p.SO) This is particularly true of
our Hispanic family that has been constituted through mixing or
mestizaje at all levels.

Despite its unquestionable virtues, Gracia's familial-historical
view has also some weaknesses. A critical look at the externalist
and realist view of history that animates Gracia's account of
Hispanic identity can help to uncover some of its problematic
assumptions. In the first place, it is highly questionable that
what gives unity to our Hispanic family is history per se and not
the appropriation of that history in and through our practices.
However, Gracia's externalist view of history forces him to this
implausible conclusion: "What ties [a group of people] together,
and separates them from others, is history and the particular events
of that history rather than the consciousness of that history." (p.

49) But it is far from clear that having a distinctive history is a
sufficient condition for collective identity. This externalist claim
4
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belies the fundamental practical dimension of cultural identity,
which involves agency and is not something that simply happens
to us as a result of history.ll1e explicit recognition of this practical
aspect of Hispanic identity is essential for the self-empowerment
of the group.
In the second place, Gracia's familial-historical view shares
with essentialist views the ambition of finding a metaphysical
grounding for Hispanic identity that is independent of politiGll
viewpoints. However, it seems implausible that history can
provide such value-free grounding. Gracia insists that our
philosophical justifications of claims about Hispanic identity
"should not be based on politics, but on historical fact." (p. 67)
But unless a strong fac.
.
llvalue distinction is invoked, it is not at
all clear that history and politics can be kept separate. Gracia
seems to be reacting against accounts that have explicitly tied
Hispanic/Latina identity to particular social and political agendas
such as li!Jeration.6 Although Gracia acknowledges the crucial
importance of the project of liberation in Latin America, he does
not think that liberation should be considered as a constitutive
element of Hispanicity, for the idea of liberation has not played
the same key role everywhere in the Hispanic world and it is not
clear that it will in the future.ll1is is indeed true, but it should not
be a problem for a philosophical account of Hispanic identity
that is developed for our here and now rather than for all times
and all places. And this brings us to the unWittgenstenian aspect
of Gracia's view. just as the traditional essentialist views, Gracia's
familial-historical view purports to be .1 universal theory of Hispanic
identity that is independent of specific contexts. By contrast,
Wittgenstein encouraged us to look at specific cases for specific
purposes. On Wittgenstein's view, the job of the philosopher
is to arrange descriptions or "perspicuous representations" (PI
§122), that is, to provide elucidations by situating things in their
historical, practical, and normative contexts. And it is of the
utmost importance that these descriptions or elucidations are
produced for "particular practical purposes" (PI § 132). However,
the philosophical standpoint adopted and encouraged by Gracia's
view is not the situated perspective of an engaged critic, but the
detached perspective of an observer who looks at the history of
our Hispanic family sub specie aetemitatis.ll1is lack of sensitivity
to practical and normative contexts is damaging, for it undermines
5
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the critica l and transformative potenti al that a phi l osophica l
e luci dati on of Hispanic identity should have.
In my opi nion, Gracia's fami lia l-h i storical view of Hispanic
identity is an important step in the right di rection, but a step
that cou ld have taken us much fu rther if it had acknowledged
the practi ca l and normative dimensions of identity. An adequate
familial account of identity needs to pay c loser attention to the
role of agency and va l ues in the formation of identity. Gracia's
view ca lls attention to one of the three crucial features of cu ltural
identity-i .e. historicity, but disregards the other two-i .e. agency
and normativity. However, these features ca nnot be separated
without di stortion. As I wi l l argue in what fo llows, the hi storicity of
a cultural group or family is essenti a l ly practica l and nonnative.

2b. Polyphonic Families: Families with Histories,
Practices, and Norms.
One of the lessons we can learn from Wittgenstein's later
phi losophy is that most of the concepts we use to descri be
ourselves and the world around us are not applied according to
fixed criteria of strict identity. When we use a concept such as
"game" or "chair", we treat all ki nds of different thi ngs as the
same although they are not strictly identica l i n any respect. That
is, in our categori zations different thi ngs are treated as i nstances
of the same category even though there is no feature (or set of
features) that they a l l have in com mon : many different ki nds of
activities are cal led games and many different ki nds of artifacts
are cal led chai rs; and we can always add new items to the list of
thi ngs that fa ll u nder these concepts (we can a lways i nvent new
ki nds of games and produce new ki nds of chairs). Wittgenstei n
suggested that these concepts are like families, whose members
resemble one another i n many different ways: some may have
simi lar hai r, others a simi lar nose, others may share a parti cu l ar
way of talki ng, or a simi lar laughter, etc. Fami li es a re composed
of heterogeneous elements. There i s noth ing i n particu lar that a l l
their members must have: they si mply exhibit some s i m i larities;
they share certai n "fam i ly resemblances", but there is no fixed
set of necessary and sufficient conditi ons that determi ne fami lial
membership. As Wittgestei n puts it, what bri ngs together and
keeps together the members of those categories that function l i ke
fami lies is "a complicated network of simi larities overlappi ng

6
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and criss-crossi ng." (PI §66) Wittgestei n's analogy between the
strength of a concept and the strength of a thread i l lustrates this
poi nt: "we extend our concept [ . . . ] as in spi n n i ng a thread we
twist fibre on fibre. And the strength of the thread does not reside
in the fact that some one fibre runs through its whole length, but
in the overlappi ng of many fibres." ( PI §67)
As I have argued elsewhere/ the fami l ial identity of the
members of a group is cruci ally dependent on overlappi ng
s i m i larities, but it is also doubly dependent on i ntersecti ng
differences: differences with members of other groups that are
considered promi nent, and differences among the members of
the group that are consi dered negligi ble. In other words, the
network of s i m i l arities i n which fami lial identity consists must be
accompanied by two distinct networks of overlapping and criss
crossing differences: one network of differences that sets apart
the members of the fami ly from the members of other fami li es;
and another network composed of those differences among the
members of the fam i l y themselves that lurk in the background
and are disregarded for the sake of fam i l ia l identity. It is important
to note that the relationship that holds between these networks is
a dynamic one: differences that today set apart one fami ly from
another may become i nconsequenti a l tomorrow; and, on the
other hand, i nternal differences that are considered negligi ble
today may grow to be important differences tomorrow, even to the
poi nt of excludi ng i ndividuals from membership in the fami ly. At
the same ti me, these dynamic fluctuations between the networks
of differences correspond to transformations i n the network of
s i m i larities that sustai ns fam i lial identity, for a l l these networks
are mutua l ly dependent and they are shaped simu ltaneously.
A fam i ly is a living unit whose members come and go; and,
therefore, a fam i l i a l i dentity i s always subject to change and must
be left open. Moreover, even when the membershi p i n the fami l y
remai ns the same, the relations among the members of the fami ly
(as wel l as thei r relations with other fami lies) change as differences
become visible and fam i ly ties are relaxed. It is i mportant to note
that these networks of si mi larities and differences that become
i ndicative of fami lial identity have a history: they resu lt from
the conti nued use of certai n associations, that i s, from treati ng
thi ngs in a particular way in our practi ces. These networks of
simi larities and differences acqui re diagnostic va lue simply
7
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because of the (criteria!) significance they have been given i n our
practices, because they have come to be seen as symptoms of
membership in a group. But those simi larities and differences-as
wel l as their diagnostic value for cu ltural affi liation-are always
open to contestation (even if they do not face chal lenges and
criticisms here and now); and claims about which simi larities and
di fferences can be sai d to be constitutive of the cu ltu ra l i dentity
of a group are always defeasible (even if not yet defeated). In my
view, the networks of simi larities and differences that have become
symptomatic of fam i l ial i dentity ca l l for a genealogical account,
that is, a genealogy of thei r formation through the shared ways of
speaki ng and acting enforced by cu ltura l practices (typically the
dominant or mai nstream practices with i n the cu lture).
This fam i l ial view of i dentity based on Wittgenstein's
account of categori zation makes clear that the homogeneity and
fixity of cultu ra l i dentities are nothing but myths. Identity shou ld
be thought of as somethi ng heterogeneous and fluid. Given the
flu i d heterogeneity of fami lial i dentity, it is not surpri sing that all
attempts to reduce the shared i dentity of Hispanics to common
properties fai I. These fai lures have led many to conclude that we
should give up Hi spanic i dentity and retreat to nati onal i dentities
(Mexican i dentity, Cuban i dentity, Argenti nean i dentity, etc.). But,
as it turns out, these col lective i dentities pose the same problems
(there is no fixed set of features shared by a l l Mexi cans, a l l Cubans,
a l l Argenti neans, etc). The lesson to learn here is that we shou ld
reject the essenti alist assumption that a shared identity must be
based on common features. The unity of Hispanics cannot be
established at the expense of diversity, but on the basis of it. As
Gracia puts it, the un ity of Hispanics is "a unity in diversity" (p. 49);
that is, it i s not a u nity of commona lity, but a unity of community:
the unity of a family.8 This is a polyphonic unity: fam i l ies are
i ntri nsica l ly polyphonic because they contain a m u lti p l i city of
voi ces, standpoints, and perspectives. And the polyphony of a
family is essenti ally dynamic: it i s a living polyphony that cannot
be ful ly control led or tamed; in parti cu lar, it can not be forced
to conform to an exhaustive cata logue of admissi ble fam i l i al
voices and perspectives, for what these are cannot be decided
i n advance, prior to the contingent histori cal development of the
fami ly.
My fam i l i al-historica l view ca l ls attention to the contingencies
8
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of the past that have contributed to the formation of our Hispanic
identity; and it underscores that the future of our identity
remains open and therefore presents us with a task for which we
have to take responsibility. According to this view, identifying
oneself as Hispanic (o r as a member of any other group) is the
expression of a commitment: a com mitment to one's history, to a
set of ongoing pra ctices, and to a com mon future. Wh at is most
distinctive about cultural identity is that it involves normative
attitudes that inform one's interests, values, and practices. What
cha racterizes membership in a cultural group is a relation of
normative identification, which is precisely what the meta phor

of the fa mily captures so well. Being part of a culture involves
being com mitted to it; that is, it involves seeing oneself as part of
that community or fa mily, no m atter how different its members
a re and how heterogeneous their practices and values can be.
TI1is is a formal commitm ent with no specific or fixed content.
TI1ere is no list of values that we a re asked to sign on to in order
to become a member of the Hispanic fa mily. But the formal
commitment that is involved in the norm ative identification with
a group creates a bond with the members of the group. TI1is bond,
which brings together the members of the group as a collectivity,
is established and maintained th rough the commitment to a
shared and coordinated agency that faces com mon problems and
a common future-a commitment that is not affected by the fact
that the members of the group will inevitably disagree about what
their problems a re and what their future sh ould look like. TI1e
specific contents that our fa milial commitments happen to take
will be determined historically th rough the collective agency and
ongoing negotiations of the members of the group .
As G racia saw, history produces cultural communities or
families. But history is not something that simply happens to us .
We make history (and remake it or reconstruct it). Of course this

does not mean that we m ake it up.9 We don't simply invent histo ry,
but we const ruct it th rough our agency, individual and collective,
conscious and unconscious . TI1e crucial point here is that to
be a member of a cultural group or family is to be com mitted
to pa rticipate in the collective agency of the group and in the
endless process of negotiation in which their values and interests
get articulated and discussed. These ongoing negotiations involve
a double dialogue: a dialogue among the members of the group

9
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and a dialogue of the group (and its members) with other groups
(and their members) . To these complex polyph onic dialogues I
now turn.

3. Tongues Untied: Polyphonic Dialogues and the
Cultural Agency of Hispanics In Particular Contexts
The formation of a cultural identity requires an intra-cultural
dialogue of an open plurality of voices (as many as possible).
Through this dialogue the members of a culture can produce a
multi-vocal articulation of their multiple problems, needs, values,
ideals, and illusions. But this dialogue needs to be su pplemented
with another one that goes beyond the members of the group. For,
indeed, no group-no matter how powerful or hegemonic-can
fully comprehend the problems it faces and fully determine its
own future indepen dently of other groups. So a n inter-cultural
dialogue between the cultural group in question and other groups
with which its existence is entangled is also necessary.
We need to keep cultural dialogues as open as possible,
without constraining and disciplining their constitutive diversity,
that is, the plurality and heterogeneity of their voices. In other
words, we need to keep our dialogues polyphonic. We have to be
prepared to fight homogenizing tendencies that erase differences
as well as normalizing tendencies that make certain articulations
of identity mainstream and relegate other identity formations
to the margins. We must resist the vain and dangerous attempt
to tame the in domitable polyphony of intra- and inter-cultural
dialogues. Coercive social and cultural forces and institutions
(from school to the family and the media) are responsible for the
homogenization of mainstream identities and the marginalization
of those identities that don't conform to social expectations and
established social norms. These coercive forces-which can come
from inside one's own group or community as well as from other
social units-limit the self-expression of individuals and groups as
they navigate through intra-cultural and inter-cultural dialogues.
They often restrict, handicap, and even preclude the emergence
and development of alternative identities that can be subversive
and transformative, for they weave the networks of similarities
and differences that support relations of identification in new
and alternative ways. A crucial part of this social and cultural
process of disciplining identities and taming their polyphony

10
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is the attempt to subdue and domesticate new languages and
dialects that people develop to express thei r experiences, ideals,
values, needs, i nterests, etc. These new li nguistic formations (new
language-games) can faci litate the rearticu lation or reconstruction
of established groups or fami lies and the creation of new ones.
Therefore, keeping cu ltu ral dialogues open and guaranteei ng the
flou rishi ng of polyphonic identities requi res resisti ng the tam i ng
of one's tongue.
Of specia l i nterest in this respect are the frontier identities and
border languages that trouble cu ltu ra l dialogues by underscori ng
their i ndomitable diversity and the complex dialectic between
i ntra-fami lial and i nter-fami lial relations. These are the languages
and identities of those who live at the l i mits or borders between
communities-en /a frontera-and often have multiple fam i l i a l
affi liations, belongi ng to different cu ltura l groups or fami lies
simu ltaneously.1° Frontier identities and border l anguages have
recently received special attention i n the literature, especial ly i n
the pioneer work of G loria Anzaldua. I n Borderlands!La Frontera
Anzaldua tel ls us that at the core of her Chicana identity is a
cu ltura l duplicity that makes her a stranger even to the members
of her own fam i ly, let alone to those of other fam i l i es, to whom
she appears as fu l ly foreign and even deviant. Those who have
frontier identities often display signs of cu ltura l otherness i n their
faces and bodies, in their manners and comportment, and i n their
speech.lhese are signs that often come under attack, bei ng subject
to the domesticati ng social and cu ltural forces that conspire to
erase them. Our bodies and habits are disci pli ned; our tongues
are tamed. In this respect, Anzaldua talks about the concerted
efforts "to get rid of our accents", which she describes as a violent
attack on one's identity and basic rights: "Attacks on one's form
of expression with the i ntent to censor a re a violation of the Fi rst
Amendment. El Anglo con cara de inocente nos arranc6/a lengua.
Wi ld tongues can't be tamed, they can on ly be cut out." (p. 76)
It is important to note that the efforts to tame one's tongue
do not come only from outside one's group or fami ly. Anzaldua
poignantly remarks that her Chicana tongue is not only tamed
-and u lti mately "cut out"-by the Anglos, but a lso by other
Hispanics. Chicano Spanish is not recogni zed and respected
by many other Spanish speakers: " Even our own peop le, other
Spanish speakers, nos quieren poner candados en Ia boca. [ ]
. . .
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Chicano Spanish is considered by the purist and by �ost Lati nos
deficient, a muti lation of Spanish ." (pp. 76-77) And th1s scorn and
disci p l i n i ng efforts come not j ust from other Spanish s� eakers, but
.
from Chi canas and Chi canos themselves, who have mte rnahzed
the alleged inferiority of their language and, u lti mately, of their
i dentity. "Chicanas who grew up speaki ng Chicano Spanish have
i nternal ized the bel ief that we speak poor Spanish [ . . . ] we use our
language differences agai nst each other." (p. 80) Thus Chi canos
are left speaking "an orphan tongue":
Deslenguadas. Somos las del espaiiol deficiente. We
are your li nguistic nightmare, your l i nguistic aberration,
your li nguistic mestisaje, the subject of your bur/a. Be
cause we speak with tongues of fire we are cultura l ly
crucified. Raci al ly, cultural ly, and l i nguistica l ly somos
huerfanos-we speak an orphan tongue. (Anza ldua
1999, p. 80)
The domesticati on of a border language such as Chicano
Spanish leaves its speakers tongue-tied, speech less, i ndeed as if
their tongues had been cut out, for they are rendered unable to
express themselves in their own ways . The soci al stigmati zati on
and cu ltural orphanage of their forms of expression amount to the
margi nal ization of their very i dentities:11 "If a person, Chi cana or
Lati na, has a low esti mation of my native tongue, she has also a
low esti mation of me. [ . . . ] I am my language. Unti l I can take pri de
i n my language, I cannot take pride i n myself." (pp. 80-81) This
moment of self-empowerment through one's tongue is a moment
of cultural pride and cu ltural affirmation. It invo lves a demand
for cultural solidarity, for the formation of a proud l i nguisti c
community li berated from self-hatred, a community i n which the
margi nalized tongue fi nds a home and a fami ly and is no longer
orphan. Anzaldua makes this poi nt in very Wittgensteinian terms,
cal l i ng for the construction of a "We"--un 11Nosotras11-around
a common tongue that corresponds to a shared form of l i fe. She
writes: "Chi cano Spanish is a border tongue whi ch developed
natural ly. [ . . . ] Un language que corresponde a un modo de vivir.
Chi cano Spanish i s not incorrect, it is a living language. [ . . . ] for a
people who cannot entirely i dentify with either standard (formal,
Casti l l ian) Spanish nor sta ndard Engl ish, what recourse is left to
them but to create their own language? A language which they
can connect their identity to, one capable of communicati ng the
12
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real ities and values true to themselves." (p. 77)
As Anza ldua suggests, a common tongue that can express
people's "rea lities and values" makes possible the cu ltural
process of community formation arou nd a shared form of life.
Through a common tongue people can arti cu late their shared
experiences, prob lems, needs, i nterests, values, etc.; and thus
cu ltura l solidarity becomes possi ble. For this reason, Chicano
Spanish deserves recognition and respect from the members of the
Hispanic fam i ly as wel l from other cu ltu ra l groups. For this reason
also, we ought to acknowledge the special cu ltural productivity of
border tongues in general, for they make possib le the arti cu lation
of new experiences and new forms of identity, faci l itati ng the
diversification of cu ltural norms and cu ltura l expectations. The
task of cu ltural self-affirmation through language is a complex
and always ongoing task. It is extremely complex because it has
to be constantly diversified, maki ng sure that no voices are left
out.12 And it is also a never-ending task, for cu ltures and cu ltura l
identities are living thi ngs that are a lways changing.
Keeping tongues untied is a pressi ng task for which we are
a l l col lectivel y responsible, as i ndividuals and as communities.
But it is i ndeed not an easy task. In and th rough cu ltural dialogues
we need to secure recognition and respect for a l l but especially
for those who have been si lenced and may be left without a
voice, those whose experiences depart from normali zed cu ltural
expectations, those whose identities do not fit i nto the established
cu ltural molds avai I able to them. There are cu ltura l identities that
need a new language to express themselves and the creation of
a supportive community i n which to flouri sh, identities that
without special attention and care-are doomed to isolation and
si lence because they wi l l remain margi nalized and tongue-tied.
Keepi ng tongues untied, keeping cu ltural dialogues polyphon ic,
i nvolves a process of constant i nterrogation and cha l lenge, a
process of radical but immanent critique of our cu ltural practices
and the ways i n which they i nclude and exclude people th rough
the sedimentation of cu ltural simi larities and differences. We need
to destabi lize whatever cu ltural borders or frontiers are erected,
whatever relations of i nclusion and exclusion are established i n
the cu ltural landscape. Th i s critical activity of i nterrogation and
destabi lization of cu ltura l bou ndaries is epitomized in the work of
the Tij uana-based Chicano performance artist Gui l lermo Gomez13
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Pena. He aptly describes his performance art as "dangerous
broder-crossing" (2000) and as an exercise in "the semiotics of
the frontier" and "the epistemology of multiplicity" (2002). In
his performances Gomez-Pena parodies the attitudes towards
cultural differences that contribute to perpetuate oppression
and marginalization. In his recent work (2002) he develops a
performative critique of the objectivism of academic discourses
that treat cultural differences as mere objects of study. He turns
the tables on scientific observers, parodically mimicking their
objetivizing gaze, when he acts as "un antropo/oco fronterizo"
who crosses the borders in search for differences to add to the
catalogue of exotic behavior. In his performative rendering of
reverse anthropology, the "antropo/oco" Gomez-Pena captures
specimens of gringos who are displayed in cages, as trophies of
his cultural expedition, to an audience that is asked to form a
We--a community-whose identity is defined in opposition to
these cultural others.
Gomez-Pena's parodic

performances

also

contain

a

performative critique of the cultural exoticism that transforms
cultural differences into products of consumption. This
consumerist attitude toward differences is patent in cultural
tourism. In their cultural explorations tourists make a spectacle
of cultural differences ("the spectacularization of the bizarre");
and the more distant the cultural differences encountered, the
bigger the thri II and the more reassured the tourists wi II feel about
their own ways upon return from their trip. This cultural exoticism
also trivializes otherness through the commodification of cultural
differences that can be found in fashion and pop culture: "the
young hipsters of the 90s have selectively borrowed elements
from numerous third world 'pet cultures', to create their own
designer tribalism." (2000, p. 272) This cultural consumerism
results in the normalization of cultural differences and the creation
of "alternative mainstreams". As Gomez-Pena puts it, the legacy
of the 1990s is "that the insatiable and undifferentiated mass of
the so-called 'mainstream' has finally devoured all margins, and
the more dangerous, 'other', and exotic these margins, the better.
In fact, stricto sensu, we can say that there are no margins left.
'Alternative' thought, fringe subcultures, and so-called radical
behavior have actually become THE mainstream." (Ibid.)
Our challenge in the 21st century is to recognize and respect
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cu ltura l differences without exoticizi ng them or commodifyi ng
them, without contributi ng to their margi nalization or assimi lati ng
them to the mainstream . This cha l lenge ca l ls for the troubl i ng of the
relation between center and peri phery, for the i nterrogation of the
boundaries that separate cu ltural centers from cu ltural margi ns.
Gomez-Pena's performances often i nvolve a subversive violation
of cu ltural expectations that i nvites the critica l questioning and
problematization of cu ltura l boundaries. But it is i mportant to note
that we don't need physica l and geographical borders to engage
i n the transgression of cu ltural boundaries and soci a l norms.
Cu ltura l boundaries and the differences and exclusions they
i nstitute exist even when there are no visible frontiers. And the
critical i nterrogation of these boundaries shou ld not be left only
to performance artists and "professionals" of cu ltura l otherness
such as Gomez-Pena. A l l of us, i n our own everyday activities
and performances as cu ltural agents, shou ld contri bute to the
critical questioni ng, reconstruction, and rearti cu lation of cu ltural
boundaries. Creative and reconstructive "border-crossi ng" can
take place within any given community and cu ltu ra l landscape,
even at what is considered the very core or center of the fami lial
group i n question and its "homeland" or native cultural space. This
productive "border-crossi ng" can take place even if the physi cal
and geographica l borders are not with i n sight, for i ndeed there
are more frontiers than the visible ones-there are borders, very
rea l borders (even if they are not physica l and visible) whenever
there are relations of i nclusion and exclusion.
An example of cu ltura l "border-crossi ng" that takes p lace
far from (and i ndependently of) physical borders can be found
in the unorthodox rel igious practices of margi nalized groups i n
the u rban ghettos of Mexico City. These i nclude the practices of
worshipi ng Santa Muerte, a rel igious icon that " looks l i ke hel l : a
scythe-wielding skeleton with a blood-curd l i ng gri n" (as reported
by The New York Ttmes, March 26, 2004, A4). Th i s vision of hel l
attracts those who come from p laces that feel l i ke hel l o n earth,
i n ner-city neighborhoods such as Tepito, a cri me-ravaged slum i n
the heart of Mexico City. Santa Muerte is "an angel of last resort
for outlaws and outcasts" (Ibid.). Her fol lowers are people who
live on the fringes of society, peop le who have been abandoned
by thei r government and disparaged by thei r church: prostitutes,
petty thieves, smugglers, drug dealers and addicts, and crimi nals
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of all sorts, who have been excluded from mainstream culture
and its practices, where their participation is deemed inadmissible
because of the way they speak, the way they dress, their manners
and habits, and indeed their lifesty le. They know they cannot go
to La Virgen de Guadalupe dressed like that, speaking like that,
living like that. And therefore they take their prayers and candle
offerings elsewhere, to Santa Muerte. Her worshipers say that they
adore Santa Muerte because she is their own creation and she is
like them: she is depicted as enjoying chocolates and jewelry,

cigarettes and whiskey. Santa Muerte has been created by the
people in their own image. This is where Santa Muerte's strong
popular appeal among Mexico's impoverished and neglected
masses lies. This religious icon has been constructed and is used
as a site of cultural identification that fil ls a void created by social
and cu ltural exclusions. As Hayde Sol fs Cirdenas-a street vendor
who sel ls smuggled sneakers in Tepito-is reported to have said,
La Virgen de Guadalupe "wou ld not sympathize with a life like
hers, tending rather to wel l -off people with col lege degrees and
nice clothes", but Santa Muerte "hears prayers from dark p l aces"
since "she was sent to rescue the lost, society's rejects" (Ibid.).
The Catho lic Church in Mexico has condemned Santa Muerte
services as devi I worship, and law enforcement authorities keep
a close eye on this cu lt, which they link to street violence and
delinquency. But this tout court condemnation and persecution
are problematic and socia l ly irresponsib le, for they sim p ly ignore
that these cu ltural practices fu lfil l a crucial social need for cu ltural
affirmation and collective self-expression. And the rejection
of new forms of cu ltural expression is especia lly worrisome
when it is issued from privileged places of power, and when it
targets the cu ltural agency and voices of people who have been
left out of accepted practices and institutions. It is too bad that
marginalized cu ltural practices such as those surrounding Santa
Muerte are rejected off hand by the mainstream, although this
is certain ly not sur prising, since the authorities and institutions
of mainstream cu lture have something at stake here, namely,
retaining their privileged and hegemonic status by maintaining
the established boundaries between acceptable and inadmissibl e
forms o f cultural expression. Of course, m y c laim is not that the
unorthodox religious practices surrounding Santa Muerte wil l
surely b e the path t o human f lourishing for the oppressed and
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margi nalized groups that parti cipate i n them. They may or may
not be. But my poi nt is simply that we must al low for a lternative
cu ltural practices l i ke these to articulate people's experiences and
to give cu ltura l expression to thei r i nterests, va lues, aspirations,
fears, goal s, ideals, and i l lusions . 1 3
M y polyphonic view contends that our cu ltural practices
should be open to a// possible voices. Now, it is important to
note that thi s notion of cu ltural openness welcomes all voices
but not all forms of symbolic interactions. For, i ndeed, there are
non-dialogical ways i n which voices can i nteract with other
voices so as to oppress them, to margi nalize them, and even to
si lence them or destroy them a ltogether. Polyphonic dialogues
can only contribute to cu ltura l openness if, without excluding
any voice (or set of voices) i n particu lar, they do everythi ng
they can to avoid symbolic i mpositions, margi nali zations, and
forms of si lenci ng (such as, for examp le, hate speech). It is not
at a l l clear that the best way to avert these dangers of symbolic
oppression i s prohibition. I n thi s sense, i n Excitable Speech (1 997)
Judith Butler has argued quite convi nci ngly that censorship is
not the best way of dea l i ng with the symbolic disempowerment
and si lenci ng that resu It from hate speech; and there are indeed
good reasons to believe that speech codes that simply prohibit
the use of certai n terms are not particu larly effective in the
fight agai nst symbolic oppression. Cu ltural openness is not
secured by legal mandates and prohibitions. Securi ng cu ltura l
open ness must i nvolve arrangi ng o u r symbolic practices (and the
di scursive contexts in which they take p lace) i n such a way that
any attempt to disempower or si lence voices is discouraged and
neutralized, maki ng it very difficult (perhaps even i mpossi ble)
for such attempts to succeed. But it wou ld be naive to thi nk that
we can create discursive practices and spaces that elimi nate
all possi b le forms of exclusion and si lenci ng. It wou ld also be
wrong to assume that the task is simply to identify those voices
that are exclusionary and antidemocratic (the si lenci ng voices
of racists, sexists, homophobes, etc), because voices are plastic
and dynamic:14 i nsofar as they are a live, they can change and are
therefore mov i ng targets that don't admit reification (they can be
cooperative and i nclusive here and now, and yet antagonistic and
exclusionary there and then).
We need to al low for alternative cu ltural spaces and
17
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alternative cu ltural practices. We have to make it possible for
people to deve lop their own ways of expressi ng themselves and
of articu lating thei r experiences, problems, i nterests, etc. We have
the i ndividual and col lective responsi bility to do everything we
can to keep cu ltural dialogues open and to al low for the identities
of groups and individuals to be polyphonic, that is, to contai n
a (diverse and heterogeneous) plurality of voices. We have to
keep tongues untied. We have to make our cu ltu ral dialogues
polyphoni c. Of course, open and polyphonic dia logues do not
guarantee cultural so lidarity, social j u stice, the mitigation of
oppression, and the flourishing of happier cu ltura l groups or
families. The achievement of these goa ls is never guaranteed.
But what untying tongues and having polyphon ic dialogues
can do is to increase the capacity that groups and i ndividuals
have to negotiate their pasts, presents, and futures, freely, so that
the conti ngent ach ievement of cu ltura l solidarity, soci al j u stice,
liberati on, and happi ness can come to depend (at least to some
degree) on their own agency.
When tongues are untied, we do not know what they wi I I
say, o r even i n what language they wi I I speak; but we know at
least this: that they wi l l be able to talk. "I wi l l have my voice [ . . ] .
I wi l l have my serpent's tongue-my woman's voice, my sexual
voice, my poet's voice. I wi l l overcome the tradition of si lence."
(An zaldua 1 999, p. 8 1 )
.

Notes
1

See Bakhti n (1 981 ).

2 I have done thi s in my (2004). For a fuller d i scussion of th i s i ssue as it
emerges in the d i scussion of H i span ic/Lati na identity, see Al coff (2000).
3

For example, in Post-eth n ic America Davi<l Hol l inger

(2000) argues for

the construction of an American identity without eth nic or racial mea n
ings. I have a rgued agai nst the post-eth nic view at length in my
See also Alcoff
4

(2004).

(2004).

Arguments for the idea that cultural identity is always a n<! necessa rily

bound u p with internal d i fferences can be fou nc! in Benhabib (2002 )
a nd Narayan ( 1 997). Draw i ng on the writings of Jose Marti, I have also
developed a heterogeneous and pl ural istic view of cultural identity
through the notion of "un ity through d iversity". See my
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(2004).
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5

For a fu l l analysis and discu ssion of th is notion, see Mu noz ( 1 999) and
my (2 003).

6

See, for example, Al coff and Mendieta (2000) and Schutte (1 993).

7

See Med ina (2 003).

8 1 n order to properly understand my fa milial account of identity, two ca
veats are in ord er. First, in my view, the notion of a family should not be
understood as a purely biological concept, but rather, as a hybrid notion
that contains social and pol itical el ements as well as biological ones.
Famil ies are not just biological groups, but social structures and l egal
in stitutions. Seco ndly, we have to keep in mind that there are all kinds
of fa mily and, therefore, only a plural istic notion of "family" ca n be use
ful for the anal ysis of col l ective identities. My Wittgensteinian approach
does not rely on the patriarchal and heterosex ist famil ial moc!el that has
been domi na nt in th e West. Far from being complacent with thi s model ,
the genealogical approach beh ind my famil ial view is i ntended to sub
vert it. In th is sense, my fam i l ial view connects with ongoing efforts in
the l iterature on identity (esp. in femin ist theory anc! queer studies) to
rearticul ate the very notion of a fa mily anc! to subvert what is typica l l y
understood by "family val ues". See my (2 003).
9

For a balanced discussion of the complex relations between the objec
tive and the intersu bjective aspects of hi story, see Alcoff (2004).
10

As I have argued in my (2 003), a l l of us have multiple fa milial identi
ties, with intersecti ng fa mily ties that are often in tension. As Gomez
Peiia (2 000) puts it, "we are al l members of multiple communities, at
d ifferent times and for different reasons. Most communities in the 90s
are fragmented, ephemeral, dysfu nctional, and insufficient. They can
only contain and 'i ncl ude' selected aspects of ou rselves." (p. 2 77)
11

This silenci ng is certainly gencler-specific. As Anzaldua notes, in the
case of Ch ica nas, the silencing of their eth nic voices co nverges with the
silencing of th ei r female voices. In th is sense she describes how she was
raised, as a woman, in a "trad ition of silence": "Ser habladora was to be
a gossip and a l iar, to tal k too much. [ . . . ] Hocicona, repelona, chismosa
[ . . ] are al l signs of being mal criada. In my cultu re they are a l l words
that are derogatory if appl ied to women-J've never heard them appl ied
to men." (p. 76) This double oppression and marginal ization as woman
and Ch icana that Anzaldua describes rem inds us that there are mu ltiple
and convergi ng fronts of oppression. The phenomenon of mu ltiple op
pression has been discussed and theorize<! by Lugones (2 003). It is also
.
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the topic of my (2003).
12

As Anzaklua points out, "there is no one Ch ica no language j u st as

there is no one Chicano experience." (p. 80) Even for a s i ngle ind ividual,
taking pride in one's tongue is typica l ly not a si ngle, u n i fied task, but a
plural ity of tasks, with mu ltiple fronts, for we speak in many tongues:
"because we are a complex, heterogeneous people, we speak many
languages." (p. 77)
1 3 In this respect some trends within l iberation theology have done very
importa nt work in ga i n i ng recogn ition and respect for the unorthodox
religious practices of oppressed classes and margi nal ized groups. See

especially Althaus-Reid (2000).
For a fu l l discussion of the plasticity of voices and their agency, see
chapters 3 and 4 of my new book (2006). Chapter 5 elaborates the
14

claims I have made in th is paragraph through a critical examination of
symbolic processes of silencing and excl usion.
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W. E.B. DU BOIS'S "TH E COMET" A N D
CONTR IBUTIONS TO CRITICAL RACE
THEORY: AN ESSAY ON BLACK RADICAL
POLITICS AND ANTI-RACIST SOCIAL ETHICS

Reiland Rabaka
University of Colorado at Boulder
Critical Race Theory and the Rlddle(s) of
(Anti-)Race(lsm)
No longer considered the exclusive domain of legal studies
scholars and radical civi l rights lawyers and law professors,
critical race theory has blossomed and currently encompasses
and i ncludes a wide range of theory and theorists from diverse
academic discipli nes. Its m ost promi nent practitioners, i n iti a l ly
law professors and "left scholars, most of them scholars of
color" employing the work of the breathtaki ngly bri l l i ant African
Ameri can lawyer, scholar, and activist Derrick Bel l (2005) as
their primary poi nt of departu re, borrowed from many of the
political and theoreti ca l breakthroughs of black nationali sm,
anti-racist feminism, poststructurali sm, and postmodernism.
They also employed and experi mented with new cutti ng-edge
literary tech niques and social sci ence methodologies that shaped
and shaded thei r work and burgeoning socio-lega l discou rse,
ulti mately givi ng it a fierceness and flai r unheard of i n the history
of legal studies. Early critical race theorists' work acutely accented
"the vexed bond between law and racial power'' (Crenshaw,
22
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Gotanda, Pel ler & Thomas, 1 995, p. xi ii). The emphasis on race
and power quick ly led them to the critique of "white supremacy
and the subordi nation of people of color," not simply i n the legal
system, but in society as a whole (p. xi i i ) .
Most notably, critical race theory essenti a l ly entai ls: a claim
that race and racism are central to European modernity; an
i nsistence that Eu ropean modernity spawned a homogen izing
social, pol itical, legal and medical system that glosses over
the heterogeneity of non- Europeans; a declaration that racism
i nterlocks with sexism and classism to form an overarch i ng
system of oppression that thrice threatens modern movements
for mu lticu ltura l (and/or radical) democracy; a critique of the
established order's claims of colorb l i ndness and racial ly-neutra l
ru le; a critique of whiteness and wh ite supremacy; a cal l for raci al
j u stice; and lastly, a controversia l claim that the raced (i .e., people
of color) may have to employ race and thei r experiences of racism
as a ra llying point to mobi lize a revolutionary anti-racist movement
(Crenshaw, et a l ., 1 995; De lgado, 1 995; Delgado, Stefancic &
Harris, 200 1 ; Essed & Goldberg, 2001 ; Goldberg, Musheno &
Bower, 2001 ; Goldberg & Solomos, 2002). W.E . B . Du Boi s's
phi losophy of race i n many senses foreshadows contemporary
critica l race theory and, therefore, contri butes several paradigms
and theoreti c poi nts of departure. However, as with so many
other aspects of his thought, Du Bois's writings on race and
raci sm have been relegated to the realm, at best, of soci ology,
which downplays and di m i n i shes thei r i nterdi scip l i narity and
significance for contemporary critical soci al theory and radica l
politics (Rabaka, 2006b). Therefore, his writi ngs o n race have
been vi rtually overlooked and/or rendered i ntel lectua l ly i nvisible
by critical race theorists. With what follows I endeavor to fil l
this void i n contemporary critical race scholarship by analyzi ng
Du Boi s's writi ngs on race and racism as contributi ons to (the
reconceptualization and reconstructi on of) critical race theory.
I n Critical Race Theory (1 995), Richard Delgado states that
though it began organizing as a "self-conscious entity" i n 1 989,
criti ca l race theory's "i ntellectual origi ns go back much further":
"The movement has predecessors - Critical Legal Studies, to which
it owes a great debt, fem i n i sm, and Conti nental social and political
phi losophy. It [a lso] derives its i nspi ration from the American civi l
rights tradition, i ncludi ng Martin Luther Ki ng, W. E . B . Du Bois,
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Rosa Parks, and Cesar Chavez, and from nationalist movements,
including Malcolm X and the Panthers" (p. xiv). What I wish to
highlight here is, first, though it generously draws from European
and white Ameri can thought-traditions, African American socia l
and political thought and movements have been at the heart of
and enormously influenti al on criti cal race theory's discou rse and
debates. This i s an important point to make si nce there has been a
relative si lence regardi ng critical race theory i n Afri can American
Studies in specific, and Africana Studies more general ly. If in fact
African American radical i ntel lectua ls, social critics, and pol itica l
activists have been at the heart of th is discou rse, centra l to its
formation, and many of its major advocates and practitioners, then,
African American Studies scholars and students would be remiss
to conti nue to al low critical race theory to go unengaged.1
A second issue I wish to emphasi ze here i nvolves Du
Boi s's place in critical race scholarship. Many, if not a l l, of the
key concerns of critica l race theory a re prefigured i n Du Bois's
discourse on race and racism i n ways that makes one wonder
whether critical race theory is simply a conti nuation, or a
contemporary version of Du Boisian race theory by another name.
Du Boi s's critique of modernity, albeit often masked and muted,
found it, modernity, mora l ly weak and wanti ng because each of its
inventi ons and i nnovations were accompanied by unprecedented
human and envi ronmental destruction and domi nati on. Whi ch i s
to say that when and where whites broke new ground, i n whatever
technical capacity and whi chever area of exi stence, they did so
on the graves of people of color, i mperiall y embalming the earth
and making the l i fe-worlds, countries, and conti nents of people
of color a massive mortuary. No amou nt of raci a l na"ivete cou ld
save people of color. They therefore had no other recou rse but to
argue, as Du Bois did time and ti me agai n throughout his long
career: race-consciousness, as wi ll be di scussed i n greater detai l
below. At certai n i nterva ls i n Du Boi s's di scourse th i s impu lse
registered as separatism, at others nationa l i sm, and sti l l others
cultural internationalism. But, no matter whi ch position Du Bois
embraced and argued an anti-racist social ethics was ever at work
and at the heart of his agenda and ulti mate objectives (Edel i n,
1 98 1 ) . Again, the emphasis on ethi cs made many of his positions
- including and extendi ng beyond his anti-racism - temporal
tactics that were extremely time and space sensitive.
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Du Bois's "The Comet" and/as C ritical Race Theo ry
One of the most intrigu i ng issues that Du Bois's di scourse
on race and racism bri ngs to the fore is the often-overlooked fact
that it is possible to reject biology-based concepts of race and
any and a l l forms of racism without denying the soci o-historic
and politico-economic real ity of race and racism. The so-ca l led
"anti-race" theori sts who argue that race and race-consciousness
are the cause of racism and raci al oppression are quite simply
thinking wrong about race and have not done thei r homework
on the origins and evol ution(s), and the histori c socio-po liti ca l
uses and abuses of race. Raci sm, as the criti cal race theori sts
never weary of remi ndi ng us, is "systemati c" and, at thi s poi nt,
deeply "i ngrai ned" i n soci al, political, and cu ltural consciousness
(Crenshaw et a l ., 1 995, p. xiv) . It is an invisible i nvader and an
often-i l lusive i ntruder that has impacted and affected, perhaps,
al most every life-experience human beings have had i n the
modern (and postmodern) moment. Even if utter abandonment
of race concepts and race-consciousness were possib le, the
materia l and morphological, re ligious and rancorous, public and
private consequences of the last five hundred years of extremely
raci alized human existence - that is, rote racializati on and racia l
i njustice and the socio-cu ltural memories associated with these
phenomenon - would remai n (see Goldberg, 1 993, 1 997, 2001 ;
Mi l ls, 1 997, 1 998) . This is part of the poi nt of Du Bois's short
story, "The Comet" (1 92 0), which dramatizes the persistent racial
power relations between a b lack male "messenger" - or "courier,"
i n contemporary jargon - named jim Davis and a young wea lthy
white woman named j u lia, after a comet has u n leashed "deadly
gases" that claim the lives of everyone in New York City (1 996, p.
61 3 ) . j i m, of cou rse, represents Afri can American or black thought
and traditions, where j u l i a symboli zes Eu ropean American or
white thought and traditi ons. 2
Even more than representi ng pre-apoca lyptic black and
white, hence, racial thought and traditions, jim and jul ia's
journey, that is, thei r actual lived-experiences in a world where
everyone e lse is dead, symbolizes an often uneasy transgression
and transformation of previous (white supremacist and/or anti
black) raci al thought and practices, that is, former racial views
and va lues. An alternate i nterpretation of jim and j u l i a as
archetypal characters cou ld also read them in a "religious" vei n,
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as a post-apocalyptic Adam and Eve. Instead of a beautifu l and
peaceful "Garden of Eden," Du Bois places them in a world of
death and ugl iness, a world whi ch metaphori ca lly mi rrors the
one white folk imperially i nvented and orchestrated, especially
considering the then recent bloodbath of World War I . However,
Du Bois is quick to reveal, it is not a world of utter desolation
and asphyxi ation, so long as they free themselves from the vices
and vu lgarities of the former white supremacist world. This, of
course, represents rel igi ous persons' life-long struggle to come
to terms with the theodic thread that i ronica l ly u ndergi rds and
connects the re l igious traditions and express io ns of those who
worship and serve - to shameless ly stea l a favorite phrase from
b lack li berati on theologian James Cone's critical language - the
"God of the oppressed," and those who exalt and obey the "God
of the oppressor" (Cone, 1 9 75). I n thi s vei n, Jim and Jul ia's entire
journey throughout, and experiences i n, this world of death and
disaster rough ly boi ls down to a choice (the u lti m ate choice in the
realm of religion) between God and the Devi I, and/or good and
evi l. The "religious" i nterpretation of "The Comet" is given greater
credence when we bear i n mind Herbert Aptheker's asserti on:
In a l l of his writi ngs, the ready use of Biblical language
[and symbol ism] reflects that he was deeply read i n
both Testaments. However, Du Bois was not re l igious
in a conventional sense, and he disl iked organ i zed re l i 
gion . H e was, however, deeply rel igious [read: spiritual]
in that he believed i n a kind of u ltimate mystery i n life,
gu ided by some Creative Force; he also believed i n a
form of im mortal ity. (1 985, p. xii)
Though extremely i ntrigui ng, I wi l l leave the " rel igious"
i nterpretation of "The Comet" to critics better versed in the analysis
of secu lar texts from a sacred frame of reference; hence, a certai n
sort of hermeneutics. My i nterpretation here, as I have i nti mated,
wi l l be al most utte rly i nstru menta l . I am i nterested specifica l l y
i n the ways th is short story foreshadows many o f the motifs of
critical race theory, and contributes to its reconceptualization
and reconstruction by opening u p a dialogue between critical
race theori sts and black radical i ntel lectual-activists. Thus,
th is i nterpretation, l i ke the story itself, is i nterdisci p l i nary, as
it draws from Afri can American l iterary, social, and cultu ral
criti cism, and also sem i otic, Marxi st, fem i n i st, postmodern, a nd
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postcolonial theory. The pri mary pu rpose here i s to produce an
accessi ble analysis of Du Boi s's contri butions to the di scourse
and development of critical race theory and, i n turn, criti ca l
race theory's contri butions to the di scourse and development of
Africana critical theory (see Rabaka, 2002, 2003 c, 2003 d, 2003e,
2004, 2006a, 2006b).
"The Comet" offers us an ideal opportu nity to observe Du Boi s's
contri butions to critica l race theory as it not only prefigures many
of the themes taken up by contemporary critical race theorists, but
it also pre-indicates some of the l iterary style(s) of current critical
race theory. In Darkwater (1 920), the vo l u me which houses "The
Comet," Du Bois employs a mixture of literary medi ums, creati ng
a textua l co l lage that wou ld have (or, maybe) made Romare
Bearden grin from ear to ear. I n a much more pronou nced manner
than in The Souls of Black Folk, Du Bois's writi ng in Darkwater
was poignant and polyvocal , shifting back and forth between
pungent pol iti co-economic analysis and socio-cu ltural criti cism
to pure poetry and lyrical l.iterary experi mentation (the latter, a
Ia Jean Toomer's 1 923 classic Cane, though Du Boi s's creative
writing had a firmer foundation i n the former, soci al science, and
was, therefore, often cerebral and overly senti mental). Where The
Souls of Black Folk was a literary look backward at the i m pact
and effects of the African holocaust, enslavement, and J i m Crow
segregati on on the human pride and passions of Afri can Americans,
Darkwater was a literary look forward, a "vision of the l i berated
future" that Larry Neal ( 1 989) and h i s B lack Arts associates were
soon to s i ng of. It was an extremely in novative and thoroughly
cosmopolitan text, perhaps one of the first and most widely read
to combine l iterary experi mentation and sociological ana lysis
with conti nenta l and di asporan African cal l s for raci al justice. It
was, amazingly for its time, si m u ltaneously anti-racist, anti-sexist,
anti-colonial, and anti -capital i st, devoti ng at least one chapter to
each of the aforementioned issues and/or ideologi es. It was, i n
the end, early Africana guerilla wordfare, to coi n a phrase - that
i s, radical writi ng as a form of freedom fighti ng - i n the sense that
Du Boi s emp loyed every major modern style of writi ng to criti que
and combat the various types of dom ination and discrimination
i n his time and, sad to say, yet i n ours . Let us now engage the
story.
When the comet came, J i m, the messenger, was down i n
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the Wa l l Street company's " lower vau lts," "i n the bowels of the
earth, under the world," a place "too dangerous for more va luable
men," his now deceased narrow-mi nded boss had told him. As
a consequence of him being "down there," hard at work i n the
"dark basement beneath," he was spared the toxic sme l l of the
comet's tai I (Du Bois, 1 996, p. 61 1 ). J u l ia, the young wealthy white
woman, had been developi ng fi lm i n her p l ush, private darkroom,
and was likewise spared. jim bewi lderi ngly discovered the death
spe l l that had conquered New York City and im mediately headed
home to Harlem to check the life-status of his fami ly. On his way
he encountered julia. j u l i a beckoned J i m from a great distance
and, therefore, did not know that he was an African American
- which seems beside the poi nt si nce they are the only known
survivors that each other are aware of in the whole of New York
City, perhaps i n the who le wo rld. But, racism is dogged and rears
its ugly head (and horns !), even duri ng ti mes of great duress and
crisis, as Du Bois demonstrates, perhaps drawi ng directly from
Afri can Americans' recent experiences duri ng and after World
War I. Du Bois's depiction of j u l ia's reaction to bei ng "saved"
by a black man helps to h ighl ight the conti n u i ng influence and
effects of raci sm, however subtle, even in the event of the sudden
absence of "races" and, more te l l i ngly, white male racial rulers.
In some sense Du Boi s can be seen as say i ng that Western
European and white American cu lture are so thorough ly shot
through with racism and the thousands of i nj ustices, oppressions,
and exc lusions that accom pany it, that it can not quick l y be
unlearned even at the moment of crisis. Wh ite males do not have
a monopoly on racist thought and behavior, though i n white
supremacist patri archal polities they may be its most vocal and
vicious proponents. This means, as Du Bois's short story suggests,
i n the absence of the wh ite male raci a l ru ler, th e wh ite woman
(who is second to the white male in wh ite supremaci st socia l
hierarchy and cha i n o f command) shifts from being the eternal
runner-up racia l ru ler to the head honcho raci a l ru ler. N ow turn i ng
to the text, the pertinent passage reads:
He came back on Fifth Avenue at 5 7th and flew past the
Plaza and by the park with its h ushed babi es and si lent
throng, unti l he was rushi ng past 72nd Street he heard
a sharp cry, and saw a li vi ng form leaning wi ldly out an
u pper wi ndow. He gasped. Th e human voice sounded
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i n his ears l i ke the voice of God . . .
He wheeled the car i n a sudden ci rcle, running over
the sti l l body of a chi ld and leaping on the curb. Then
he rushed up the steps and tried the door and rang vio
lently. There was a long pause, but at last the heavy door
swung back. They stared a moment i n si lence. She had
not noticed before that he was a Negro. He had not
thought of her as white. She was a woman of perhaps
twenty-five - rarely beautifu l and ri ch ly gowned, with
darkly-golden hai r, and j ewe ls. Yesterday, he thought
with bitterness, she wou ld scarcely have looked at him
twice. He wou ld have been dirt beneath her s i l ken feet.
She stared at h i m . Of a l l the sorts of men she had pic
tured as com i ng to her rescue she had not dreamed of
one l i ke h i m . Not that he was not human, but he dwelt
in a world so far from hers, so i nfin itely far, that he sel
dom even entered her thought. (p. 61 4)
To j i m, j u l i a's voi ce, the only other "human voice" he had
heard in a world where everyone was dead, "sounded in his ears
l ike the voice of God." Reveal i ng j ust how temporal and tacti cal
Afri can American race-consciousness can be, Du Boi s put Afri cana
human i sm on display, with j i m 's i niti a l thoughts of j u lia bei ng not
that she was "white" and/or a "woman," but that she was human
and in need of help. j im's first i mpul se was to help the human
bei ng " lean i ng wi ldly" and holleri ng out of an upstai rs window i n
the distance. That is the reason that Du Bois, a decidedl y detai led
and carefu l creative writer, did not write that j i m i niti a l ly heard a
"woman's voice," but a "human voice" that "sou nded i n his ears
like the voice of God." In saying that the "human voice sounded
in h i s ears l i ke the voice of God," Du Bois is also associati ng
th is anonymous (raceless, genderless, and classless) human bei ng
that j i m i s heari ng and blurri ly seeing in the di stance, with God,
with that which deserves and demands the utmost reverence i n
Afri cana spi ritual traditions and worldviews.3
j u l ia's reaction to j i m is almost the antithesis of j i m's reacti on
to ju lia. The very first th i ng that julia notices is that j i m is a " Negro."
Then, writes Du Bois, "She stared at h i m " (my emphasis). She
may have stared at him in the i rksome man ner in which Du Bois
writes that white peop le "eye [d] " or stared at him at the opening
of The Souls of Black Folk:
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Between me and the other world there i s ever an un
asked question: unasked by some through feelings of
delicacy; by others through the difficulty of rightly fram
ing it. All, nevertheless, flirt round it. The� approach me
in a half-hesi tant sort of way, eye me cun ously or com

passionately, and then, instead of say ing di rectly, How
does it feel to be a problem? they say, I know an excel
lent colored man in my town; or, I fought at Mechan
icsville; or, Do not these Southern outrages make your
blood boil? At these I smile, or am interested, or reduce
the boiling to a simmer, as the occasion may requi re. To
the real question, How does it feel to be a problem? I
answer seldom a word. (1986, p. 3 63 )
Du Boi s makes hi s readers aware of the fact that Julia's stare,
the way she "eyed Uim] curiously or compassionately," with
that white-"How does it feel to be a problem?"-look, unnerved
him. Du Bois shares an i rked j im's inner monologue: "Yesterday,
he thought with bitterness, she would scarcely have looked at
him twice. He would have been dirt beneath her silken feet." It
is only after julia racializes the situation that Jim thinks, not of
being racialist in retaliati on, but of guarding hi mself against her
hi ghly probable racist or, at the least, racial reaction to seeing a
black male rescuer at her front door. For julia, "Of all the sorts
of men she had pictured as coming to her rescue she had not
dreamed of one like him." Why? Because, as Du Bois declared,
"They [black men] are not simply dark white men. They are not
'men' in the sense that Europeans are men" (1995, p. 460). julia
had been taught this, and a million other minor things similar
to this, all her life. Possibly unbeknownst to her, she had been
taught to fear and hate black men, and black people more
generally. Black people were only welcomed and wanted i n the
fallen, former white supremacist world when they were serving
whites in whatever (usually docile and/or severely subordinate)
capacity. Blacks were "good" when they did what whi tes wanted
them to do. And, of course, blacks were "bad" when they had
the audacity and unmitigated gall to pursue their all too human
desi res and political passions for freedom and justice. In the black
existent ial world that Du Bois created in "The Comet," J i m was
an unchecked black man, a seemingly rare being in the world of
white supremacy, which i s one of the reasons Juli a's fear of both
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his blackness and maleness i s hei ghtened and i ncreases as the
story unfo lds.
In spite of the eerie moment of raciali zation that pul led him
back i nto the world of racial soci al conventions and i nterpersonal
pol itics, j i m treated j u l i a with the utmost care and human
consideration, so much so that after bei ng i n his presence for a
short ti me she " l ooked at him now with strength and confidence":
"He did not look l i ke men, as she had always pictured men; but
he acted l ike one and she was content" (Du Bois, 1 996, p. 61 6) .
Here Du Bois is highlighti ng and hi nting at a couple of thi ngs;
first, the fact that though j i m did not look l i ke the men or human
bei ngs that j u l i a was accustomed to, he nevertheless carried
h i mself in humble dignity and accorded her in a humane and
moral manner. That is to say, though julia unfai rly i niti a l ly judged
and devalued J i m based on his biology, he, i n the words of Frantz
Fanon, in Black Skin, White Masks, refused to be "the slave of
the past'' (1 967, p. 225). With each of his words and actions, j i m
seemed to b e sayi ng:
Like it or not, the past can i n no way guide me in the
present moment . . .
I wi I I not make myself the man of any past. I do not
want to exa lt the past at the expense of my present and
of my future . . .
I can recapture my past, val idate it, or condemn it
through my successive choices . . .
I do not have a duty to be thi s o r that . . . .
lf the white man cha llenges my humanity, I wi l l impose
my who le weight as a man on his life and show him
that I am not that "sho' good eati n"' that he persists in
imagi ni ng.
I find myself sudden ly in the world and I recogn ize that
I have one right alone: That of demanding human be
havior from the other.
One duty a lone: That of not renou nci ng my freedom
through my choices. (pp. 225-229)
jim chose to suspend and/or si de-step the soci al conventions
of the wh ite supremacist past in an effort to create a mora l and
mu ltic u ltural present and future. He was, or, at the least, he
quickly became the antithetical livi ng embodi ment of what j u l i a
had learned about African American men, and African Americans
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more generally. But, regrettably, none of this dissipated julia's
deep-seated fear and hatred of blacks. At the first opportunity,
she ran away from the only living soul in New York City, simply
because that soul was housed in a b lack body.
It was too mighty - too terrible! She turned toward the
door with a new fear in her heart. For the first time she
seemed to realize that she was alone in the wor ld with
a stranger, with something more than a stranger, - with
a man alien in b lood and culture - unknown, perhaps
unknowable. It was awful ! She must escape - she must
fly; he must not see her again. Who knew what awful
thoughts She gathered her silken skirts deftly about her young,
smooth limbs - listened, and glided into a side-ha l l . A
moment she shrank back: the hal l lay fil led with dead
women; then she leaped to the door and tore at it, with
bleeding fingers, until it swung wide. She looked out.
He was standi ng at the top of the al ley, - silhouetted,
ta l l and b lack, motionless. Was he looking at her or
away? She did not know - she did not care. She sim
ply leaped and ran - ran untiI she found herse lf alone
amid the dead and the tall ramparts of towering build
ings.
She stopped. She was alone. Alone! A lone on the
streets - alone in the city - perhaps alone in the
wor ld! There crept in upon her the sense of deception
- of creeping hands behind her back - of silent, mov
ing things she could not see, - of voices hushed in
fearsome conspiracy. She looked behind and sideways,
stared at strange sounds and heard stiII stranger, un
til every nerve within her stood sharp and quivering,
stretched to scream at the barest touch. She whirled and
flew back, whimpering like a child, until she found that
narrow al ley again and the dark silent figure silhouetted
at the top. She stopped and rested; then she walked si
lently toward him, looked at him timid ly; but he said
nothing as he handed her into the car. ( Du Bois, 1 996,
p. 617)

�

W y would Julia run away from jim, literally, the only living
person m the whole of New York City, perhaps even the wor ld?
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Why i s it that even though she knows J i m (who has treated her
with the utmost respect) is there with her, she feels "Alone!
A lone on the streets - a lone i n the city - perhaps alone i n the
worl d ! " ? Because, as Fanon - echoi ng Du Bois - perceptivel y
poi nted out i n Black Skin, White Masks: the black man i s not a
man, but a "nigger." You see, "A man was expected to behave l i ke
a man . I was expected to behave li ke a black man - or at least
like a nigger," and "The Negro is an animal, the Negro is bad,
the Negro is mean, the Negro is ugly" ( Fanon, 1 967, p. 1 1 4).
J u l ia leads us to conclude th is with her "Who knew what awful
thoughts - [he may have had or, worst, be havi ng? ! ] " statement.
Which, of course, is a reference to the myth of the black rapist
that was then ci rcu lating and extremely popu lar as a result of
Thomas Dixon's best-se l l i ng novel, The C lansman (1 905), and the
movie it spawned, D.W. Griffith 's Birth of a Nation (1 91 5). What
is amazi ng and i ronic, though, is that J u l i a thought a l l of this after
J i m forgave her i n itial racist predi lections and treated her as a
sister i n the house of humanity.
J u l i a judged J i m not as an individual, but based on her white
supremaci st prej udgments and prefabri cations of the b l ack race.
To her, J i m was not a black man, but a black beast that her white
father and husband-to-be had been burdened with, "half-devi I and
half-chi ld," as Du Bois prick ly put it ( 1 995, p. 460) . J i m was, i n the
words of Fanon, "overdeterm i ned from without" ( Fanon, 1 967, p.
1 1 6) . J u lia, the defa u lt raci al ru ler in the absence of the white
patri arch(s), wou ld not a l low J i m and his "tom-toms, can nibalism,
i ntel lectua l deficiency, feti shism, raci al defects, slave-sh ips, and
above a l l else, above a l l : "Sho' good eati n'," to be or become
human (p. 1 1 2) . He would be held down, as he always had been,
"kept in his p lace," as it were, j u st as the physica l ly absent though
ideologica l ly present white father and fiance wou ld have it. She,
and preci sely she a lone, wou ld uphold the ways of the white
supremacist (and patriarchal !) world, even if that meant, litera l ly,
running from life to death. This, of cou rse, symbo l i zes J u l i a's
second breach of J im's efforts to bri ng i nto being a new mora l and
mu lticu ltural world. However, when J u l i a's white supremaci st
fit subsi des, and she returns to the apocalyptic present rea lity
without races, J i m - not in the fashion of the good and faithfu l
"darkie," but i n the mora l ly firm and fo rward-thinking spi rit of,
say, Frederick Douglass and Frances Harper - forgives her of her
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racist prepossessions and proclivities a second time. He soberly
suggests that they conti nue thei r search for other survivors, which
intimates two thi ngs.
Fi rst, it accents black resi lience and spirituality in the face
of human misery and senseless suffering. In other words, J i m 's
decision to move on speaks to Afri cana peop les' impulse to go
on no matter what the odds, circumstance, or situation. Thus, th is
connects Darkwater (the book whi ch houses "The Comet") with
The Souls of Black Folk, and parti cu larly its openi ng chapter, "Of
Our Spi ritual Strivi ngs," whi ch prosaical ly documents and details
bl ack folks' use of thei r spiritua lity and quickly (re)forming cu ltu re
to overcome, perhaps, the greatest co llective adversities i n Africana
h istory: the African holocaust, coloni zation, enslavement, and
subsequent segregation. Second, and closely connected to the first
poi nt, J i m 's rectitude and unreluctant wi l l i ngness to conti nue the
search for survivors symboli zes the Afri cana emphasis on eth ics
when reasoning racial ly. Li ke ma ny of his ens laved ancestors and
political progeny in the soon-coming Civi l Rights movement, he
wou ld not lower hi mself to a raci al reactionary and/or "reverse
racist" level. He knew, as Audre lorde asserted i n Sister Outsider,
"it is the responsi b i l ity of the oppressed to teach the oppressors
thei r mistakes" ( 1 984, p. 1 1 4). He knew, again as lorde laid
bare, "Once you live any pi ece of your vision it opens you to
constant onsl aught" (p. 1 07). Jim withstood Juli a's brutal racial
blows and, with reconci li atory tears in her eyes and his hurt heart
covered and ch i n up, they conti nued the search . But, not without
Julia soon thereafter havi ng an i ncredi ble raci al revelation as a
consequence of J i m 's anti-raci st eth ics .
Jim's anti -racist ethics i n this instance would have made
Martin luther Ki ng, J r. marvel, because it cut to the core of Julia's
raci al consciousness and made her reconsi der her racial reasoni ng
and Ji m's (and his peoples') humble humanity. Even in the face
of a second raci a l betraya l J i m was mercifu l and "made her
comfortab le," findi ng them safe carnageless shelter and prepari ng
food - though, I revel i n reporti ng, not in the Fanonian "sho'
good eati n'!" fashion. In addition - and th i s is a turni ng poi nt
- he "ti midly . . . took a shawl and wound her i n it, touch ing her
reverently, yet tenderly" (Du Bois, 1 996, p. 619). Now as " [h]e
watched the city. She watched h i m . He seemed very h uman, 
very near now." The dye was cast, and J i m and Julia spoke as if it
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were thei r first time speaki ng, reflecti ng on the world as it was,
and as it was to be:
"Have you had to work hard?" she asked softly.
"Always," he said.
" I have always been idle," she said. "I was rich."
" I was poor," he almost echoed.
"The rich and the poor are met together," she began,
and he finished:
"The Lord is the Maker of them a l l ."
"Yes," she said s lowly; "and how fool ish our human dis
ti nctions seem - now," looki ng down to the great dead
city stretched below, swimming in un lighted shadows.
"Yes - I was not - human, yesterday," he said.
She looked at h i m . "And your people were not my peo
p le," she said; "but today-" She paused. (p. 61 9)
Movi ng many of the more fami liar soci al markers and soci al
barriers, Du Bois presents a dialogue that i s a simu ltaneously
simple and complex study .i n racial, sexual, and class differences.
He begi ns with class differences, emphasizi ng that where the
b lack has always worked, the white has "always been idle,"
figu ratively speaki ng. Death and disaster brought "the world of
poverty and work" and "the world of wealth and prosperity"
together (p. 61 7) . As i n so many Africana religious traditions,
death is not simply an end, but also a begi n n i ng. Du Bois, waxi ng
utopian here, demonstrates the awesome and i ronic power of
death to give new life when he has the characters refer to thei r
class positions i n the past tense. J u l i a says, "I was rich," and J i m
remarks, " I was poor" (my emphasis). Does this mean, then, that
J u l ia was "white," and J i m was "black"? The text suggests as much
when Julia, the former racial ru ler, says, "how foolish our human
disti nctions seem - now." Jim unapologetical l y answers, "Yes - I
was not - human, yesterday." A new day has dawned, and J u l i a
a n d J i m may very wel l b e the forerunners to the " new men" and
"new humanity" that Fanon wrote about in The Wretched of the
Earth ( 1 968, p. 3 6).
It i s also i nteresti ng to observe that J i m had been subtly and
sincerely tryi ng to share his (and his peop les') vision of a " new
humanity" with Julia their enti re journey. But, bli nded by the
white supremacist views and val ues of yesterday, Julia cou ld not
see. It took J i m unerri ngly practi ci ng anti -raci st eth ics to open
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her eyes. And now what does j u l i a see? " He was a man, - no
more; but he was i n some larger sense a gentleman, - sensitive,
kind ly, ch ivalrous, everythi ng save h i s hands and - his face"
(Du Bois, 1 996, p. 61 9). As a resu lt of h i s strict adherence to his
(and his peoples') anti-racist ethics, i n j u l ia's eyes jim went from
subhuman to human to, vi rtua l l y, superhuman - h i s hands and
face withsta ndi ng.
Why, we are qui ck to query, his h a nds and face withstandi ng?
Because Du Bois wanted to preserve the mark of difference. Even
i n Utopia b lacks can never forget the lived-experiences and life
lessons of the former a nti -black world, wh ich is one of the reasons
jim's ha nds wi II conti nue to be rough, as a rem i nder of yesterday's
years and years of hard work and harsh labor conditi ons. His face
wou ld remai n disti nct because the b lack face and head have
ever been one of the most contested sites and sou rces of cu ltural
va luation and degradation, and a lso one of the greatest ma rkers
of Afri ca na identity (dare I say "ancestry"). In the fin a l analysis,
jim's journey to Utopia had been, i n severa l senses, the antithesis
of juli a's, and his ha nds and face wou ld conti nue to tel l the dark
ta le.
just as Fa non wou ld explain it forty years later in The
Wretched of the Earth, j i m's anti-racist eth ics transformed both

the colon ized and the coloni zer, or rather, i n thi s i n stance, the
raced and the racial ru ler. In Fanon's words, "the 'thi ng' whi ch
has been coloni zed becomes [hu] man duri ng the same process
by which it frees itself" (1 968, p. 3 7). At the begi n n i ng of "The
Comet" Du Bois revea led rega rdi ng j i m, his socia l status and
sense of self-worth: " Few noticed h i m . Few ever noticed h i m save
i n a way that stung. He was outside the world - 'noth i ng!' as he
said bitterly" (Du Bois, 1 996, p. 61 1 ) . Now j i m was at the center
of the world, and regarded by the only other survivi ng sou l as
human, not simply because he was the o n l y other human bei ng
left a l ive but because of his a nti-racist eth ics. This had a profound
i mpact on j i m, who once thought of hi mself as "outside of the
world - 'noth i ng ! " Now,
Memori es of memories sti rred to l i fe i n the dead recesses
of his m i nd. The shack les seemed to rattle and fa l l from
his sou l . U p from the crass and crushing and cri ngi ng
of h i s caste leaped the lone majesty of ki ngs long dead.
He arose with i n the shadow, tal l, stra ight, and stem,
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with power i n his eyes and ghostly scepters hoveri ng to
h i s grasp. It was as though some mighty Pharaoh l ived
again, or curled Assyrian lord. (p. 620)
In a sense, j i m freed himself and j u l ia from the vices and
vu lgarities of white supremacy, and in the end he was reconnected
with the very past which white supremacy had long attempted to
cu ltura l ly thieve and hide from him and his peop le.4The "shack les"
and chai ns, symbol i z i ng he and his peop les' enslavement (both
de jure and de facto), fel l "from h i s sou l ." He held "the lone
majesty of kings long dead," " [i]t was as though some mighty
Pharaoh l ived again, or cu rled Assyri an lord." j i m was roya l, and
entered the spiritu a l cou rt of kings and queens predi cated not on
any authoritarianism or elitism (a Ia Du Bois's early articu lation of
the "Talented Tenth"), but based on his public and personal ethics
(see Rabaka, 2003 b, 2005).
However, and not to sou nd cynical, his heaven on earth was
short-lived. just as he and j u l i a were both contemp lating thei r
post-racial revelati ons and the future, they heard the honk of a car
horn. Immediate l y, she "covered her eyes with her hands, and her
shoulders heaved. He dropped and bowed, groped b l i ndly on his
knees about the floor" (p. 620). The white father and fiance soon
thereafter burst into the room . The world was not lost, " [o] n ly
New York" (p. 62 1 ). After tendi ng to the white damsel i n di stress,
the father and fiance took note of j i m . The fiance was, of cou rse,
perplexed: "Sudden ly he stiffened and h i s hand flew to his hip.
'Why! ' he snarled. 'It's-a-ni gger-J u l i a ! Has he-has he dared
"(p. 62 1 ). j u l i a i nforms them that, '" He has dared-al l, to rescue
me,' she said quietly, 'and 1-thank hi m-much.' But she did not
look at h i m again" (p. 62 1 ). j i m was back in the world of white
supremacy. He was negro persona non grata agai n. He was black,
and she was wh ite, and no matter what raci al tra nsgressions and
transformations they experienced, these breakthroughs wou ld not
be translated to the wider (or, rather, racia l ly ru l i ng white) world
without both of them ardently espous i ng and shari ng thei r new
anti-racist knowledge. In thi s context (that of the retu rn of wh ite
supremacist patriarchy) j u l i a had to take the moral lead, as j i m
had previously i n the world without white supremacist patriarchy.
But, she did not and the a l l too fami l i a r raci al regression that i s
characteristic of black/wh ite interpersonal i nteracti ons i n wh ite
supremacist society resumed its reign.
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Julia "did not look at him again," because he did not register
as human anymore. He was "black" (or, worst, a "nigger") and,
therefore - to resonate with Ralph Ellison -invisible. Where Jim
once, however recent and momentarily, felt like a king, hearing
the car horn reversed his feelings and flung h i m back into the
world of white supremacy, which is one of the reasons Du Bois
tells us at hearing the car horn he "dropped and bowed, groped
blindly on his knees about the floor." jim prostrated himself as
though he were in the presence of a princess. It i s almost as if he
knew julia would morally and racially betray him a third time,
and th is i s where the story ends. Barely getting out of the presence
of the white supremacist patriarchs without being lynched, as it
was suggested several times by on-looking white supremacist
patri archs, jim is reunited with his wife and is told of the death
of their chi ld. The black child's death symbolizes the bleakness of
black folks' future, the continued denial of black humanity and
dignity, and blacks' ulti mate non-exi stence in the future white
supremacist world.

Reconceptual lzlng and Reconstructing Critical Race
Theory
What does all (or any) of this have to do with critical race
theory? Quickly and in conclusion, there are several critical race
themes strewn throughout the story. Du Bois twists and turns many
of the motifs in ways that are at once interesting and invigorating.
First, consider Du Bois's emphasis on and criti que of the racial (and
raci st) di mensions of class (contemporary white Marxists should
take note) . Critical race theorists argue that racism exacerbates
class and creates the very chasm (or, " veil," in Du Bois's di scourse)
between whites and non-whites that Du Bois detailed i n h i s story
( Delgado & Stefancic, 2001; Ford, 1 995; Mills, 2003 ). Hence,
Julia stated that jim "dwelt in a world so far from hers, so infinitely
far, that he seldom even entered her thought." White supremacy,
and all of the racial exclusions that accompany it, place non
wh ites well beyond the pale of human consideration because it i s
only whites who are and can be considered "human" and register
as such on the social barometer of a white supremacist world.
Class struggle in a white supremacist world, then, cannot help but
to take on a racial character because race in a race supremacist
context is never neutral, but always and ever political and deeply
38

Rabaka-T he Comet

con nected to economic power and privi leges or economic
disadvantages and disenfranchisements (Mi l l s, 1 987, 2003 ) .
Second, D u Bois's short story suggests that more radica l
measures than mere piecemeal socio-political reform and
reluctant gradualism are needed to make the system an authenti c
multicu ltural democracy, as opposed to what Charles Mi l ls ( 1 998,
pp. 1 3 9- 1 66) has termed a "Herrenvo/k" or ru l i ng race democracy.
There i s a sense i n which "The Comet" can be read as a racially
oppressed and poverty-stricken person's dream come true, not
i n any racia l ly malicious or morally repugnant sense but i n a
Fanonian sense, i n terms of the oppressed desperately desiri ng
to see thei r oppressors and the oppressive system they i mperially
i nvented toppled. The story i s also Fanonian i n the sense that there
i s room for racial reconci liation and redemption if - and thi s is
an extremely i mportant "if" that cannot be over-emphasized - if
they both free themselves from the soci al conventions, vices, and
vu lgarities of the former white supremacist world.
More than once J i m, symbolic of the oppressed race-class,
demonstrates his rectitude regarding race and, by the end of the
story, j u lia, symbolic of the oppressing race-class, learned a lesson
i n anti-racist socia l ethi cs from him (or, did she?). Thi s connects
with the discourse of critical race theory when we bear i n m i nd
that part of its criticism is di rected at the established order's claims
of colorbli ndness and racially-neutral ru le (Bell, 1 995; Gotanda,
1 995; Lee, 1 995; Lopez, 1 995, 1 996) . J i m did not politely tip-toe
around race and racism. He knew he was not considered human
by white supremaci st social standards and, therefore, based on
her i n itia l racial reaction, was not regarded as a human bei ng by
J u l ia. Here he fol lows Fanon and nods to the critical race theorists,
as he refuses to a l low a racist system and/or a racist i ndividual
associ ated with that system to question and/or deny his humanity
and dignity. He did preci sely what Fanon suggested above, he
brought his "whole weight" as a human being to bear on J u l i a
a n d showed h e r that h e was "not that 'sho' good eati n' that [s] he
persist[ed] i n imagi ni ng." In other words, and i n critical race l i ngo,
J i m spoke radi ca l anti-racist truth to racist power. He was not put
off by J u l ia's age or gender, and he realized early on that white
men have no monopoly on racist thought and behavior: white
supremacy has i nfected, so it seems, the whole of the white race
(Allen, 1 994, 1 99 7; Delgado & Stefancic, 1 997; Harris, 1 995).
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Finally, Julia's deci sion to raci a l ly regress at the end of the
story by rendering the previously visible J i m an i nvisi b le b lack, or
"nigger," as her fiance would have it, symboli zes not simply the
return of white supremaci st patri archy, but it also represents one of
the mai n reasons critical race theorists endorse race-consciousness
as a counter to wh ite raci sm (Gui ner, 1995; Pel ler, 1995 ). Ki mberle
Crenshaw and company clai m: "With its exp licit embrace of
race-consciousness, Critica l Race Theory aims to reexa mine
the terms by wh ich race and racism have been negotiated i n
American consciousness, and to recover and revita li ze the radica l
tradition o f race-consciousness among African Americans and
other peoples of color - a tradition that was discarded when
integration, assi m i lation and the i deal of color-blindness became
the offici al norms of raci a l enlightenment" (Crenshaw et al.,
1995, pp. xiv). Along these li nes, "The Comet" i l lustrates criti ca l
race theorists' key claim regarding race-consci ousness: that
it wi l l never be enough for the racia l ly oppressed to repudi ate
racism. Though anti-raci sm has and more than likely wi l l a lways
primari ly emanate from the rea l m of the raci a l ly oppressed, for it
to be most effective both the racially ru led and the racial ru lers
must mutually repudiate raci sm . Du Bois demonstrated what w i l l
happen if a l l o f the onus is placed o n the racia l ly ru led: they
wi l l end up, l iteral ly, parodyi ng and prostrati ng themselves each
time they are in the hallowed presence of whiteness . Unless and
unti l the racial ru lers rel i nquish race and ri d themselves of racism,
the racia l l y ruled have no other recourse (at thi s poi nt) but to
cauti ously employ race as a socio-politica l vehicle to counter
racism and create anti -racist theory and revol utionary praxi s.

Notes
1There have, of cou rse, been excepti ons, more or less i ntell ectua l flirta
tions as opposed to constructive critical dialogue between critical race
theorists and Africana Studies scholars. For instance, works s uch as Col
l i ns (2003), Gordon ( 1 999), and Outlaw ( 1 990). However, these works
are more in the realm of intellectual h i story, sort of clocumenting the
often-omitted Africa na dimension of critical race theory. What I pro
pose to do here is to use Du Bois as a theoretic point of depa rture to
h ighl ight and accent the major themes of critical race theory as it is
currently practiced. In addition, my work here a l so endeavors to place
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new issues on critical race theory's agenda, issues that wil l conti nue to
be downplayed and dimin ished unti l Du Bois's anti-racist d iscoveries
(among many other black anti-racist rad icals) are critically engaged for
their contribution to contemporary race and racism discou rse. For fu r
ther discussion, see Rabaka (2006a, fo rth co mi ng).
2 1 n his creative writings, Du Bois often used characters in an archetypal
and/or symbol ic sense, as representi ng not so much their own individ
ual i mpulses, but the idea ls and aspirations of their people, cultures,
cou ntries, and commu n ities. Th is, of cou rse, often overl y racial ized and
bogged his characters down with what cou ld be termed ideal ism, usu
ally giv i ng them utopian (and freq uentl y rad ical pol itical or Left) lean
i ngs. But, th is archetypal idea l i zation and racial ization of his characters
also gave them a startl ing real ism that is as tel l i n g about Du Bois's racial
and cultural thought as it is about the times i n wh ich he was writing.
Needless to say, Du Bo is's creative writi ngs always retai ne(! a level of
scholasticism that made them fiction in form, nonfiction in subject mat
ter, and often experimental and i n novative i n style (see Du Bois, 1 9 85).
For further discussion of Du Bois as a l itterateu r, see Byerman (1 994),
Rampersad (1 990), Stewa rt (1 983), and Sundqu ist (1 993).
3This i nterpretation of God, God's relationship with h u man beings, and
h u man bei ngs reverence fo r God (and the deities associated with God)
i n Africana spiritual traditions has been informed by: B l akely, van Beek
& Thomson (1 994), Du Bois (2000), Fulop & Raboteau (1 996), and Ray
(2 000).
4The h idden h istory theme ru ns throughout Du Bois's corpus and i n
forms h is h i storical writing, fiction, gift theory, and socio-pol itical
thought, among other aspects of h is phil osophy and i ntel lectual frame
work. Needless to say, none of the aforementioned carries the critical
weight and gravity of h i story. History had a special place in Du Bois's
social and pol itical theory, as it provided h u man bei ngs with a map of
the past social world and markers that might be usefu l i n efforts to chart
(and change!) th e present social world. This made h istory especial ly i m
portant to continental and diasporan Africa ns beca use wh ite su premacy
and other forms of anti-African racism were predicated on fa lse claims
that Africans had no history and, th erefore, had not made any contribu
tions to hu man culture an(! civil ization . In a h igh-handed sen se, hi story
docu ments and details h u man tri u mph s and tragedies. Therefore, if and
when Africa ns did register in wh ite h istorical records, it was on ly in
th e latter tragic sen se, wh ich u l timately gave way to the black pathol
ogy discussions of E urocentric h istorical discourse. For more detailed
discussions of Du Bois as h i storian and his ph ilosophy of h istory, see
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B l ight ( 1 994), Good i ng-Wil l iams (1 987), Rabaka (2 003b), and Robinson
(2000).
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Goska-No Opportunity for Song

"NO OP PORTUNITY FOR SONG :" A SLOVAK
I M M IGRANT'S SILENCING ANALYZED
THROUGH HER PRONOU N CHOICE
Dan usha V. Goska
Wi ll iam Paterson University
" [ In S lovakia] , A field of agri cultural laborers wou ld si ng
fo lk songs together as they worked, songs i n a mi nor
key, breathi ng in patience and resignation. [In Ameri
can factories there is] no opportunity for song" ( Ledbet
ter 1 9 1 8, 3 0-3 1 ).

Introduction
I can't tel l the most frightening story I know, because stories
are made of words, and once I was without them. I was trekki ng i n
Nepal and ended u p with amnesia. Later I stumb led into a mission
hospital with a bru ised jaw. A bad fa l l ? I can't say. I had no words.
No words for this th i ng that was wrenching and cryi ng, in wh ich
"I" - a bundle of terror - seemed trapped . No words for where
I began, stopped, or the mud stubble terrace on which I sat. No
words to map, no words to define, no words to possess. No words
for the b lobs of light and shadow shifti ng or park i ng before me. No
words to rank or relate the garbage - my own memories - b lasti ng
against my consciousness, random ly, i nsistently. Names shouted
i nside my head - my fam i ly, my lover, my own name; places
- my hometown in America, the name of the mission hospital I 'd
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eventual ly find my way to. An eleven-thousand foot mounta i n
rose i n front of me. A backpack pul led at m y shou l ders. A Nepa l i
woman stroked m y arm. I had n o words to weave a n y o f these
i nto a safety net of story or meaning. All were uncontro l lable,
unpredictable, sti muli, which somehow, suddenly, had complete,
and therefore sinister, power, and struck agai n and aga i n agai nst
- some other th i ng - me - a thi ng I couldn't name or i nhabit,
for 1 had no words. I remember this sensation now when I want
to know what it must have been l i ke for my i mm igrant mother
when, as an ei ght-year-o ld Slovak peasant chi ld, she fi rst arrived
i n America i n 1 929.
A chi l d of S lavic immigrants, I feel my parents' wordlessness i n
relation to the dom i nant culture of which I a m a part, and my own
wordlessness in relati on to them. Wordlessness is not somethi ng
that can be fixed with a b i l i ngual dictionary. "Pies" is replaced by
"dog"; "macka" by "cat." An ancient peasant cu lture is replaced
by weekdays i n the factory and Saturday night bow l i ng. Because
that someti mes works we might be fool ish enough to imagi ne
that the process can be carried on, fin itely, u nti l all the blank
spaces are fi l led i n, but thi s is not so . As soon as the margi nalized
immigrant catches up, the dom i nant cu lture shifts. And there wi l l
always b e an accent.
In some of my earl i est memories I am watchi ng lV with my
parents . I hear the broadcasts of the domi nant cu lture i nto our
home as a l i ne of verbal pi ckets. I can pick out wh i ch o nes my
parents can vau lt i nto community, o n which they fa l l i m paled
- they had thought they understood, and did not - wh i ch bar their
way completely. It isn't a questio n of isolated words, or at least not
many. My parents were compulsive readers and had better Engl ish
gram mar and vocabularies than most Ameri cans. It's a questi on
of more complex trans lations. "This is beautifu l; th is is worthy
of note; thi s is a satisfy i ng com plication, climax, denouement;
this reference weaves about us a net of common memory, shared
community. U n lock i ng the key of th is word i ncludes you i n ."
Lacking that key, hav i ng it and choos i ng not to use it, is the
cultural equivalent of: "Whites On ly;" " N o I rish Need Apply;"
"Christian Establishment." Networks of u ntranslatable words kept
my parents - two very bri ght people, for whom work i ng two
j obs was a matter of course - cleani ng rich women's houses, and
carry i ng rich men's bags, for a l l of their days.
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There is a taste never qu ite expunged from my tongue, the
unique taste of mak
ground poppy seeds boi led with m i l k
a n d sugar i nto a d i rt-like, thick a n d pu ngent paste. Cravi ng this
taste and never findi ng satisfaction for it in any other cu ltural
recipe remi nds me that si lence works both ways. My parents
have somethi ng, somethi ng with which they i nfected me, that I
feel when I li sten to folk songs, that I feel when I grow angry i n
pol itically correct debates, that I feel when I look back and see
what I've endured, that I as an American can't fu l ly possess. I
can't name it; the needed words have been sacrificed.
I grew up i n a vacuum of words about my own fami ly. Half
ghosts passed before me like costumed actors on a stage; I cou ld
not i nquire anyth i ng of these legendary heroes i n babushkas and
suspenders. I didn't speak Slovak or Pol i sh; they didn't speak
Engli sh . As if a cowed but reverentia l tou ri st witnessi ng the drama
of an exti nct tri be, I had to make do by i nterpreti ng alien signs
and gestu res . As if on a schedu le of mystery or spite, they a l l died
before I wou ld learn to converse i n their tongues. I went to libraries
and bookstores and schoolteachers and could find no knowledge
of Poles like my father or Slovaks like my mother, and no history,
folk or high a rt books that even listed "S lovak" or "S lovakia" i n
thei r i ndices. Now myself a professor, my col leagues have n o idea
who I am, i nsisti ng on categori zi ng me as "white," or, for those
with special awareness of socioeconomic nuance, "poor white
trash" (Goska 2002).
This paper is part of a conti nuing effort to beat back the terror
of wordlessness. It explores the necessity for, and the creation
and mai ntenance of, the si lence experienced by many Slavic
immigrants and their descendents. This si lence takes many forms,
but it can be summed up as a lack of knowledge of, and a sense
of taboo and mystery surroundi ng, one's i mmediate ancestors and
their natal cu ltures.
Domestic si lence i s para l leled in the wider cu lture. Accurate
representations of S Iavic immigrants are rarely taught i n classrooms,
represented i n high or popular cu ltu re, or funded in academia
(Wtu lich 1 994) . Scholar and author Michael Novak has reached
the highest leve ls of success i n American academe. For a l l that,
he is sti l l a Slovak-American who suffers from this si lence. It was
"amazi ng," he said, to real i ze that he had become an educated,
successfu l adu lt, without knowing "what my fami ly suffered,
-
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endured, learned, and hoped" (Novak 1 9 7 1 , 54). Thanks to his
American education, any such reflections had been "heretofore
shepherded out of sight" (Novak 1 97 1 , 53). He has had to endu re
uncomfortable moments with we l l -meaning but condescendi ng
interlocutors, and been unab le to find the right way to respond
to them, "No avai lable pu blic standpoi nt works for me" (Novak
1 97 1 , 5 1 ). "The silence," he said, "burns l i ke hidden coa ls in the
chest" (Novak 1 97 1 , 53).
This paper uses, significa ntly, as data, an i nterview recorded
on audiotape i n 1 990 with my mother, Pauline Goska, nee Pav l i na
Kerekova. Mrs. Goska was born in Kovarce, Slovakia, i n 1 92 1 , to
a Cathol ic, peasant fami ly. She immigrated to the U nited States i n
1 929 with her mother and brother. The fami ly was reunited with
Mrs. Goska's father, a coal miner, in Pennsylvania. He had been
in America si nce 1 920. These dates, her father's occupation, and
her birthplace make Mrs. Goska and her fam i ly typical members
of the epic exodus, dubbed the "New Immi gration," which took
p lace between c. 1 880 and 1 92 9 .
This paper wi l l a rgue that two factors experienced b y Mrs.
Goska, one more personal and mi crocosmic, the other more
pol iti ca l and macrocosmic, but both i ntertwi ned, necessitated
creation of the si lence seen as typica l of Slavi c New Immigrants
and their descendents. These two factors are Mrs. Goska's personal
deraci nation and the American racism she and others l i ke her
faced on entry in the United States. This paper implies that Mrs.
Goska's experience of these two factors is perhaps exemplary of a
process undergone by m i l lions of others l i ke her.
Brief Overview of Slovak Immigration, c. 1 88o-1 929
One histori an claims that Slovaks ca l led themsel ves the
"step-chi ldren of fortune" (Ledbetter 1 9 1 8, 5 ) . Slovakia has been
i nvaded and/or occupied by the Tu rki sh, Austro-Hu ngarian,
Nazi, and Soviet empires. Si nce much of S lovakia is rocky
and mountai nous, Slovaks have had to work hard to win even
a subsistence level of calories from thei r soi l . Poverty can be
measured i n various ways; i n Slovakia it might be described thus:
good soi l, that near rivers or in va l leys, belonged to foreign lords.
Slovaks cu ltivated h i gh, na rrow stri ps of land to whi ch they had to
carry manure and/or topsoi l (Ledbetter 1 9 1 8, 6). Chi ldren m i ght
suffer puni shment if they rel ieved themselves where it would not
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serve to fertilize the fa m i ly's crops ( Stei n 1 9 80, 54-5 5 ) . A ri ch
peasant might ow n twelve acres of la nd, not together but i n
stri ps, often m i les apa rt; a " poor" pea sa nt might have only a n
acre. One s i xth of the population was la ndless ( ledbetter 1 9 1 8, 6;
Stei n 1 9 80, 9 2 ) . Slovaks grew what they ate: potatoes, cabbage,
turn i ps, wheat a n d flour products, a nd fruits i n season . Meat was
ra rely con sumed ( led better 1 9 1 8, 6- 7 ) . Duri ng serfdom, officially
a bolished i n the Austri a n empi re only as late as 1 848 but still i n
practice much later, Slovaks owed f ifty percent of thei r crops to
Hunga r i a n lords (Stei n 1 980, 89 ) . A Slovak i m migra nt might have
handled money but twice a yea r, or not at all ( ledbetter 1 9 1 8, 6;
Stei n 1 980, 89 ) .
Some h i stori an s went s o fa r a s to say that Slovaks a re a people
without hi story (Stasko 1 9 74, 2 0-2 2 ); i n a sense, th i s is true.
Most Slovaks were, for much of thei r hi story, oral, as opposed
to literate, peasa nts . 1l1ei r rulers were not i nspi red to produce
written works reflective of th ei r li ves. In fad, it has been sa i d that
the Hungarians, who ruled over Slovaki a di rectly prev ious to the
b i rth of the i nformant for th i s paper, regarded the Slovaks a s non
hum a n (Stei n 1 980, 80 ) . I n America, the Slovak experi ence has
not i n s p i red even so much a s accurate record keepi ng; no one can
say, for example, exactly how m a ny Slovaks arri ved in America,
when or what they d i d fo r a livi ng. ( Ha rmnerova 1 994, 2 1 ; Stei n

1 9 80, 8 1 ; 1 09- 1 1 Q ) . I n the academ i c world, Slav ic studi es do not
have relatively hi gh prestige or fun d i ng (Wtulich 1 994, 1 ); even
with i n th i s m a rgi nalized realm, Slovaks a re rema rkable for thei r
relative i nv i si bi lity. I n a h i ghly pra i sed recent work devoted to the
n a rratives of female i m m i gra nts from Eastern Europe, Slovaks a re
not menti oned (Za borowska 1 9 95 ) .
Slovaks have few world-famous authors, politi cia ns, o r a rti sts
to cla i m as thei r own. Wri ters on Slovaks a n d thei r hi story have
chosen to concentrate on folk culture, the culture of pri marily
oral, Ch ri sti a n agri culturi sts . One effort to i ntroduce the reader
to Slovak culture mentions not museums or ki ngs, but prayers
a n d earth : " b rev i a ri es conta i ned prayers for entreati ng the Lord
throughout the yea r for cha nges i n the cli m ate that would i m prove
the yea r's h arvest, help the a ni m als, or otherwise benefit the
commun ity" (Alexander 1 98 7 : 5 ) . Daily life i ncluded survivals of
pagan ti mes. For exa m ple, "duri ng the Christmas Season, Slovaks
followed va ri ous rituals that supposedly revealed future spouses,
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chased away witches, or foretold whether j oy or sorrow wou ld
befa l l a fam i ly or vi l lage duri ng the upcomi ng year'' (Alexander
1987: 5-6).
Before 19 18, there were no secondary schools in Slovakia.
Slovaks, at their own expense, bui lt three; they were "di ssolved"
by Hungaria n ru lers (Stasko 19 74:26) . In the early part of the
twentieth century, a peasant had the option of sendi ng h i s
chi ldren to school for fou r wi nters. He wou ld have to b e able to
spare the chi ld's labor, and such a peasant was ra re. "Chi ldren
have to work from an early age, usua l ly from about six years of
age, and they do work which we wou ld consi der not on ly cruel,
but impossible. . . " (Ledbetter 19 18: 7). Before World Wa r I, S lovak
chi ldren had to study in Hu ngarian. Schools were staffed with
spies whose job it was to ensure that chi ldren spoke H ungarian at
a l l ti mes. Belongings were searched to ensure that the chi ld had
no written material, includi ng handwritten, in his native tongue.
Such experiences made many Slovaks uncomfortable with formal
education ( Ledbetter 19 18:7).
The Austro-Hungarian army, l i ke the schools, was, for
Slovaks, also a source of ugly experiences. For example, "A
favorite punishment is to hang him [an ethnic mi nority soldier]
up by a sort of harness under the arms, drawn up so that his toes
barely touch the ground. He wi l l be kept so unti l he grows black,
then taken down, revived with a bucket of water, and hung up
again. Many commit suicide under these punishments" (Ledbetter
19 18, 8) . The position of Slav mi norities i n the Austro-Hungari an
army was recorded in jaros lav Hasek's classic comi c novel The
Good Soldier Svejk . In it, a Czech soldier manages to survive by
presenting the appearance of idiocy whi l e not cooperati ng with
the agenda of his superiors.
The official l i beration of the serfs in 1848 was not much of an
i mmediate h i stori ca l boon to the Slovaks, as it deprived them of
thei r traditional means of liveli hood (Stei n 1980:90). A population
of physica l ly strong laborers was freed up. America needed
such workers; her industry was expandi ng. Ameri can industrial
recruiters travel ed to Slovakia and other lands i n Eastern and
Southern Europe in order to advertise a country where streets were
paved with gold (Stolarik 1985, 2 1; Alexander 1987, 7; Ference
1995, 34). Duri ng the New I m migration, h i stori ans esti mate
that twenty-five percent of a l l Slovaks i n the world lived in the
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U nited States, maki ng them the largest, per capita, of the New
Immigrant groups to emigrate (Ledbetter 1 9 1 8, 1 0; Stein 1 980,
92; Stasko 1 974, 34). Sixty-eight percent of Slovak i mmigrants, it
is esti mated, were agricu lturists; in America, ni nety percent fou nd
employment in i ndustry (Ference 1 995, 3 5 ) . S lovaks soon became
a significant percentage of workers in America's steel mi l ls, oi l
i ndustry, coalmi nes, meat packi ng p lants, cigar i ndustry, and of
her domestic servants. An historian i n 1 9 1 8 wrote:
Wherever they have settled i n this country, the Slovaks
have undertaken the hard, heavy labor, the work fun
damental to our great i ndustries. Owi ng to thei r lack of
previous opportunity, they have always had to fa l l i nto
the ranks of the unski l led, where their dogged i ndustry
and perseverance have made them val uable, and thei r
u ncomplai n i ng submissiveness has someti mes made
them the subjects of exploitation (Ledbetter 1 9 1 8, 1 1 ).
Slovaks and other New Immigrants were often paid less than
native-born Americans, white or b lack, (Wtu lich 1 994:94), and
they earned, on average, less money than it wou ld have taken
to support a modest-sized fami ly of four (Stolarik 1 1 5; 1 1 2- 1 1 3 ).
This necessitated ch i l d labor, and the taking i n of boarders who
had to s leep i n shifts.
Some S lovaks attempted to improve thei r fateth rough fraternal
societies. These societies recorded S lovak hu nger for education.
For examp le, the first Slovak-American fraterna l society stated as
its first goa l : "To educate S lovak i mmigrants" (Ledbetter 1 9 1 8: 1 7).
Other societies fol lowed suit. Many expressed poignantly contrary
goals: to foster the S lovak language, and to help to Ameri canize
new i mmigrants. The mutual aid that these groups offered to each
other, some financial, was credited with keepi ng Slovaks off the
welfare rol ls (Ledbetter 1 9 1 8:20).
Fraterna l organizations promi sed the support a vi l lage used to
provide. New Immigrant workers died young, often, and violently
(Wtu lich 1 994:83 -84; Bukowczyk 1 987:26-27). In the vi l lage it
wou ld be unheard of for a Slovak to go to his grave without a
proper funera l . In America it was a l l too much a possi b i lity. "Do
you thi nk that on this foreign soi l anyone besides your close fami ly
and the undertaker wou ld come to you r funeral if you did not
belong to a fraterna l society?" one asked (Alexander 1 987: 1 9).
Regu lations requi red that "al l members, properly adorned with
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the association's funeral badge, had to march i n a fel low lodge
member's funeral" (Alexander 1 987: 25).
One histori an has argued that th is kind of formal organization
for mutual help did not come easi ly to Slovaks (Alexander 1 987 : 2 1 ).
Slovaks, one Slovak said, " . . . have no conception of mutua l aid
societies" (Alexander 1 987: 1 8). Th i s political ignorance cou l d
be related i n part, at least, to Hungarian oppression. " B y the
early 1 880's, the Hungarian government had effectively banned
a l l Slovak organi zati ons as part of its Magyari zation program"
(Alexander 1 98 7 : 1 8). Fu rther, Slovaks themselves were simply
not used to formal izing the kind of mutual aid that had always
come naturally, and many were kept out of such organi zati ons by
membership fees that they cou ld not pay (Alexander 1 987:22).
Sadly, fraternal societies themselves were not without ri sk .
One was founded by a notori ous S lovak wheeler-dea ler who
squandered thousands of dol lars entrusted to h i m by greenhorn
peasant i mmigrants (Stolari k 1 989: 1 1 9- 1 2 3 ) .
One might we l l ask why the Slovaks d i d the di rty and
dangerous industrial labor that they did perform, and for whi ch
their backgrounds as peasants did not train them. Why didn't
they immigrate to farm lands? In fact, forces more powerfu l
than they shunted them to industri al labor. American offici als
i nvented racial categories; the New Immigrants' assigned raci a l
identity determi ned what work they were su ited for (Bukowczyk
1 987:2 1 ; Wtu lich 1 994: 1 2 ) . Later, their ch i ldren often wou l d be
tracked i nto vocational, rather than academic, programs in school
(Wtul i ch 1 994:5 1 -67). Many Slovaks, however, did leave the harsh
conditions they found in America; in some years, more Slovaks
went back to Slovakia than came to the U .S. (Stasko 1 974:48).
Slovaks' and other New Immigrants' peasant cu lture was
used as evidence i n the i nvention of raci a l categories, categories
of separate and less desirable races from both wh ite and black
native-born Americans (e.g. : G rant 1 9 1 6, 78; Higham 1 967, 1 33 ) .
Duri ng congressional debates o n the raci a l nature of the New
Immigrants, one congressman focused on the demonstrated racial
i nferiority of Slovaks as evidenced i n thei r peasant cu ltu re:
. . .thei r homes a re often nothing but scanty h uts, of one
room, wherei n the who le fami ly l i ves and sleeps pro
mi scuous ly. The furniture and outfit is very pri mitive,
mostly homemade, and has to last for generati ons . . .lhe
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body clothes of the men are made of coarse linen, thei r
summer clothi ng of the same materi al, only coarser,
and i n wi nter thei r cloth i ng consi sts of suits made from
a coarse and thick woolen felti ng, i n the natural color of
the wool; an everlasti ng cap of the sheepski n and a pai r
of sandals about complete an outfit which has been i n
vogue with them for generations a n d which may be a n
hei rloom, si nce the sty le hardly ever changes. A n i m
portant part of their outfit i s the roomy and long mantle
without sleeves, made up from half a dozen sheepski ns
which are tan ned, the wool bei ng left on ... when the men
are away from home these mantles form their complete
bed. What these patriarchal cloaks may lack i n style i s
generally made up for b y some gaudy embroi dery or
even painti ng on the leather side of it. I do not wish to
be unjust to these people, but from a l i i can learn thei r
demand for water i s but very l i mited for the use of the
outer body as wel l as the i nner. Thei r diet consists of. . .
offal, or, if ti mes are flush, l ungs, liver, o r other unpopu
lar but cheap portions of beef. In a l l, it wi l l be seen that
the tastes of these people are anyth i ng but refined, are
low, i n fact. . . (quoted i n Warne 1 9 1 3 : 1 3 7-1 3 8) .
I n assessi ng Slovaks a s an i nferior, non-white race, an
American official in Europe stated:
. . .these Slovaks are not a desi rable acquisition for us to
make, si nce they appear to have so many items i n com
mon with the Chi nese. Like these, they are extremely
frugal, the love of whisky of the former being balanced
by the opi um habit of the latter. Thei r ambition lacks
both in quality and quantity. Thus they wi l l work simi
larly cheap as the Chinese, and wi l l i nterfere with a civ
i lized laborer's earn i ng a white laborer's wages (Consul
Sterne, quoted in Lodge 1 89 1 ).
Slovaks knew of thei r assigned status. Pittsburgh nove list
Thomas Bell wrote, "As a small boy I cou ld not understand why
I should be ashamed of the fact that I was S lovak. Whi le I ri sh
and German kids cou ld boast of the history of thei r ancestors,
I as a Slovak boy did not know anyth i ng about the hi story of
my peop le" (Be l l 1 9 76[1 941 ] : 4 1 8) . Bel l wrote of one Slovak,
a fictional character based on his own father, wishing he cou ld
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communicate the humanity of Slovaks to Americans, using Slovak
folk cu lture as the medium of communication.
'We're only Hunkies ... Once I had an i dea, I thought to
myself: If we were to sing some of our songs and ex
plain what they were about - wou l d it surprise them
to learn that we sang about such thi ngs and had such
feeli ngs? If we told them how we lived in the old cou n
try, how we worked the land, the crops we grew, the
little money we saw from one year's end to another, our
holidays and festiva ls - wou ld they real i ze that even
though we spoke different languages we were sti I I men
like themselves, with the same troub les, the same hopes
and dreams? I hoped that we might learn to respect one
another, that we might even become friends . . .' ( Be l l
1 976 [ 1 94 1 ] : 1 96).
Efforts to communi cate the worth and humanity of the New
Immigrants through their fo lk culture u ltimately failed; the ti mes
were not sympathetic. Rather, Americans openly expressed fear
and contempt. In an article published by the New York Times
company, Etta V. Leighton struggled to be liberal and charitable to
the New Immi grants; she stopped at va luing their cu lture. The idea
that fol k cu lture was a boon to America was a "curious fal lacy"
she warned. Any equation of the immigrant's folk cu lture with
American cu lture made use of a "false sca l e of va lues." Va luing
the cu lture of "the European peasant," she wrote, "coming to
us u n lettered and untaught," "spe l ls peri l to America" (Leighton
1 92 2 : 1 1 5 ). Kenneth L. Roberts, a popular American novel ist on
assignment in Europe for the Saturday Evening Post, sent back
alarmed and contemptuous dispatches from the home lands of the
New Immigrants. The Post ran a derisive caption under a photo
of Slovak ceramics (Roberts 1 920: 8). Even voi ces fa r to the left of
the immigration debate, like Franz Boas, who devoted his career
to, and groomed his students for, generati ng an appreciation of
Afri can-Ameri can culture, did not a rgue that the New Immi grants
brought a worthy cu lture with them . Boas argued, i nstead, that
America cou ld improve the New Immigrants' racial type by
maki ng them more American (Boas 1 93 8; 264; Hyatt 1 990: 99).
The feckless few of the majority cu lture who came to the
defense of the Slovaks and others like them duri ng the racial
debates of the early part of the twentieth century a lso used the
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language of racism. These li berals argued that the Slovaks' racial
qual ities of doci lity, low i ntel ligence, and great capacity for hard
manual labor wou ld help, rather than hurt, Ameri ca. For example,
Eleanor Ledbetter wrote in 1 9 1 8, in The Slovaks of Cleveland,

With Some Genera/ Information on the Race:
He is natura l ly conservative, and not i ncli ned to seek
changes i n the soci al order, therefore he has an extremely sma l l
representation among the Socialists, a n d is never an agitator.
Rather his disposition is a lways to make the best of thi ngs as
he finds them. He is simple, di rect, straightforward. The word
subterfuge has no equivalent i n his language. He i s i ndustrious
i n a patient, p loddi ng way. In his own country, he worked to an
accompaniment of song. A field of agri cu ltura l laborers wou ld
s i ng folk songs together as they worked, songs in a mi nor key,
breathi ng i n patience and resignation. Here he is someti mes
confused by the speedi ng up process, but adapts h i mself to it with
the same spi rit of patient resignation, but alas, with no opportunity
for song (ledbetter 1 9 1 8: 3 0-3 1 ).
No grass roots movement, government or academic
i ntervention has eradicated the peasant i mmigrants' legacy
of shame. Artist and author Alvena Seckar ( 1 9 1 5-) was a chi ld
of Slovak immigrants. Her 1 952 chi ldren's book, Zuska of the
Burning Hills was named one of the New York Times' best books
for chi ldren that year. Zuska is largely autobiographical. As part of
her picture of the life of a S lovak-American chi ld, Seckar depicts
the shame that her mai n character, Zuska, feels for her i mmigrant
parents. Seckar's struggle with her shame helped to i nspi re her
to write books expla i n i ng the worth of even "humble" people
(Seckar dust jacket).
This shame i s not a thi ng of the past, and it i s stronger i n
Slavic-Americans than i n other groups, o r s o my experiences
convi nce me. I live and teach i n and near Paterson, NJ, a majority
mi nority city. Most Americans I encounter identify themselves
with hyphens: Ita lian-Americans, Peruvian-Americans, Afri can
Ameri cans, Lebanese-Americans. I ndividua ls disti nguish ethnic
a l legiance through language, dress, food, worship, customs, social
associations and politics. I encounter shame among Slovaks and
socioeconomica l ly comparable Slavs that I do not encounter i n
other i m migrant groups. I wi l l offer just one example. In 2002,
my sister-i n-law reported to me that my niece, Marlee, was doi ng
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wel l in her science classes. I sent to Marlee Eve Curie's biography
of her mother, the scientist Marie Curie, a Polish woman who
won two Nobel Prizes. The book has been a favorite among
schoolgi rls for generations. Marlee's mother reported that Marlee,
an otherwise avid reader, set the book aside, wanti ng noth i ng
to do with it. Because of media i mages and pressu res at school,
my sister-in-law said, "She's ashamed of that whole side of her
ancestry." She further reported that Marlee was happ i ly i nvo lved
i n I ri sh step dancing i n school, and preferred to focus on Irish
ethni city as cute and desirable, and preferred to forget her Slavi c
ancestry as darkly shamefu l. Marlee had positive contact with her
grandmother, who had been born i n Slovakia. One set of Marlee's
maternal great grandparents, whom she never met, were Scotch
I rish.
Anecdotes are, of course, of l i mited scientific va lue. A
relatively recent ethnography of Slovak-Ameri cans provides data
that supports my assertion. Eva Ri bcanska reports that "working
class status, low level of education, poverty and backwardness"
were important ethnic markers for S lovaks ( 7 1 ). Slovaks knew that
they were "assigned low soci al prestige" (71 ); their strategy i n
response to th is was to lose ethnic markers and to ass i m i late i nto
the mai nstream, by term i nating the i r use of Slovak language, and
changi ng their names, for example (71 ) . "They did not want to
be Slovak; they wanted to be Ameri can as much as possible,"
one i nformant said, in what Ribcanska assessed as a common
sentiment among her i nformants. Other common statements
i nclude, "My parents would never acknowledge thei r ethnicity
in pu blic" and "They were ashamed of their ethnic background"
(72). One informant reported, "It was not a pleasure to be Slovak"
(78).

Hypotheses
Pressures encountered i n immigrati ng and i n dai ly life i n
Ameri ca may have worked agai nst the Slovaks' retention of culture
and transmission of it to thei r chi ldren i n any coherent form . Slovak
immigrants were pri mari ly peasants. This changed drasti cal ly and
immediately upon arri va l i n America. Here they worked primari ly
i n heavy i ndustry. Song had played a great rol e in thei r dai l y life;
in America, Slovaks worked "with no opportunity for song."
Slovaks faced racial hosti lity. Their very conti nued existence
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i n America, and the conti nuance of the free i mmigration that
al lowed their fam i ly members to join them, depended upon their
abi l ity to prove that they cou ld abandon thei r cu lture and adopt
another, as quickly as possib le. Slovaks may have come to view
the passi ng on of culture as a burden to thei r chi l dren.
Fi nally, a Slovak immigrant might not have had a large enough
group of other Slovaks with whom to carry on his customs. Even
when S lovaks did form a critical mass, they might not have taken
the opportunity to formally organize, trai ned, as they were i n
the Old Country, i n atomi zation (Alexander 1 987, 1 8, 2 1 ) . Too,
many i n America cou ld not afford the ti me or dues such forma l
organization demanded.
Discussion of Interview
My formal i nterview with Mrs. Pa u l i ne Goska provides
support for these hypotheses. Mrs. Goska's pecu liar use of
pronouns betrays her deraci nation, a topic she had previously
never discussed with me, her daughter. Too, I believe that Mrs.
Goska's i nsecurity when discuss i ng traditional Slovak folk
cu lture reveals her awareness of the low esteem i n whi ch her
natal cu lture is viewed in the U nited States. Deraci nation and
the l i ngeri ng wounds of racism contri buted, I wi l l argue, to Mrs.
Goska's creation of silence with i n herself, and between herself
and her chi ldren.
I n transcri b i ng the i nterview, I was struck i mmediately and
hard by Mrs. Goska's use of pronouns. When I ask her about
life i n S lovakia, I use the pronoun "you." In using the pronoun
"you," I was p laci ng Mrs. Goska as a member of an ethnic and
cultura l group cal led "Slovaks." I n Mrs. Goska's replies to my
questions, she uses the pronoun "they." For example, in defin i ng
the word "komora," a room to be found i n the very house Mrs.
Goska was born and grew up i n, she uses, not the pronoun "we,"
but, rather, "they." She reports, "That's where they put a l l their
yearly produce. Their potatoes and thei r wheat and their rye. Al l
the yearly produce for the wi nter that they had. U h - the sugar
beets." When asked how the room was kept safe from vermin, she
replies, "I guess they knew - my grandfather knew how to do it.
The women out there knew how to do a l l this and the room was
tight. It was kept closed. There were no wi ndows and there was
no problem." I ask, " Did they maybe use some sort of herbs or
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something that kept bugs away?" And she rep l i es, "Probably, but
I don't know."
Later, when asked where pork was cured, Mrs. Goska rep lies,
"They a l l k new how to smoke thei r meat. Cause they kept pigs for
their own purpose and they ki lled them and they smoked them."
When 1 ask, "And do you know what kind of wood they used to
smoke them ?" She rep lies, "No." "They" was used in a descri pti on
of the home production of clothi ng:
MRS. GOSKA: Material was made by hand. They had
looms to make their own materi al.
DVG: What kind? Wool? From sheep?
MRS. GOSKA: Flax. And some wool.
DVG: So what percentage of the clothes that people wore
was store bought and what percentage was home
MRS. GOSKA: Very little was store bought. Even my un
derpants . . . my mother used to make my underpants
and put lace on them . . .
DVG : Where was th is materi al made? Was it made at
home or in a central MRS. GOSKA: Home.
DVG : So everybody had a loom ?
M RS. GOSKA: They had looms. Yeah . And they made
their material for thei r tablecloths. That's why a table
cloth from those days i s a treasure. Because it's hand
loomed. It lasts forever. And they grew what they need
ed to grow to make the material.
Mrs. Goska describes vivid memories of religious retreats:
We [she and her grandmother] used to go on retreats
where the oxen would pu l l the wagons with the flowers
and the blessed mother and she would dress me up i n
m y finest with b i g ri bbons i n m y hai r and I would be the
flower gi rl. She always said I was the prettiest girl i n the
vi llage and she kept push i ng me forward . . .
These memories are some of her "earliest . . . and my dea rest"
memories. She reports the lifelong i mpact these retreats had on
her, "Like my brother Joe said, cause I'm a superstitious Slovak
Cathol i c that I wi ll never change from what I am. My memories of
a l l my holidays and processi ons that I went o n ." Even so, "they"
was used to descri be these retreats:
DVG: And, urn, where wou l d you go for rel i gious
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retreats? What was the MRS. GOSKA: That was cal led a 'put'.' I don't remember. It
was like i n the h i l ls somewhere. They had a chapel . I don't exactly
remember where. What town. But they had different chapels and
different places.
"They" is used to sum up the Slovak national character and
others' stereotypes of Slovaks, " U h, the Slovaks are a very joyous
people. The Czechs consider them not so i ntel ligent because they
were a joyous, happy bunch of peop le. And, uh, I ' m sure that they
must have had festival s a l l the ti me."
Even now, after conducti ng this i nterview with my mother
and transcri b i ng it, these passages strike me with thei r strangeness.
I am very used to Mrs. Goska consideri ng herself, and cal l i ng
herself at every opportunity, a S lovak. I n fact, at one poi nt i n
the i nterview, she uses the present perfect tense to refer to the
population of Kovarce as if she sti l l l ived there, "We've had several
Jewish fam i l i es." Use of distanci ng thi rd person pronouns seems
especi ally strange given that Mrs. Goska assesses Slovak cu lture
high ly, "Cu lture i n Czechoslovakia is so much better [than cu lture
i n America] ." This better cu lture is one that should be clung to,
she announces, " I thi nk you should hang on to your heritage."
I n one i nstance, I ask about, and Mrs. Goska explai ns, a
difference between the groups identified as "they" and herself.
Here it is clear that a S lovak cu ltural norm separated chi ldren and
adu lts by dress:
DVG : And what did these women wear?
MRS. GOSKA: Oh, the - strictly the Slovak costumes.
The long b lack skirts, the b lack b louses and the babush
kas on thei r heads . . .
DVG : And how about for hol idays?
MRS. GOSKA: It was a festive occasion. They had beau
tifu l embroidered costumes and they wou ld put them
on . . .
DVG : And did you wear those embroidered costumes,
too?
MRS. GOSKA: No.
DVG: Why not?
MRS. GOSKA: Because we just wore dresses. The little
chi ldren j ust wore regu lar type dresses that my mother
made. My mother was an excel lent seamstress . . . U n less
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they grew older and were i n processions i n the church
or some weddings and they would have costumes for
them all embroi dered. Hand embroidered. Everythi ng
was done by hand.
In other places where Slovaks are identified as "they,"
Mrs. Goska offers no such explanation, and, i n fact, no such
explanation wou ld make sense. I wou ld argue that where Mrs.
Goska refers to Slovaks as "they," she is referri ng to ski l ls and
folkways that she attributes to Slovaks. These ski l ls and folkways
include: the constructi on of a komora, or storeroom, and the
storing of home- and fami ly-grown agri cultural products in it; the
tighteni ng of the komora agai nst verm i n; the raisi ng of pigs and
smoki ng of meat; the home- and fami ly-production of wool and
flax; the hand looming of cloth; numerous colorfu l vi l lage-wide
festivals and religious feasts. In these activities, Slovaks, she says,
could express themselves as a "joyous, happy bunch of people."
Why, then, does she use a pronoun that distances herself from
these positively assessed folkways, i n a l l of which she and her age
peers, includi ng her brother, partici pated?
Perhaps at least part of the answer lies i n Mrs. Goska's lack of
i nitiation i n these activities, her deraci nation from thi s folk cu lture.
As a chi ld, she took part in these folkways; as an adu lt, she could
not recreate them. She cannot, as she mournfu lly admits, make
cloth; she does not know what kind of wood is good for smoki ng
meat; she cannot do many of the thi ngs her own mother could
do. She positively assesses the self-sufficiency these ski lis brought
the Slovaks, and makes clear that she regrets th i s loss of cu ltural
knowledge.
They were very self-sufficient. Plenty to eat and what
they could store. They had no freezers so they cou ldn't
store meat so they smoked it or canned it. My moth
er was an expert at canning. Even when she came to
America. She used to buy uh pork and can it. She used
to can pork. She used to can beef. A l l this stuff. I re
ally don't know how to do. She wou ld can everythi ng.
Can beans - everythi ng . . . My father bui lt his house
. . . I guess his brothers must have hel ped h i m . I don't
remember. But he bui lt the house for us, and my grand
father bui lt his own house. U h . There is no such a th i ng
as carpenters over there, and - same as today! If your
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car breaks down you, uh, my uncle had thi s old car
and, uh, when his car broke down he had to make his
own part . . . And fix it hi mself. There i s no such a thi ng
as run n i ng to the garage arou nd the corner or cal l i ng a
repai rman . You have to be your own repai rman.
Her mother was mu lti-ski l led and hard worki ng. In this, she
expressed her excel lence. "She had to work and work. She worked
i n the fields. She worked i n the priest's house. She cooked over
there. She was an excel lent cook. An excetl ent seamstress. She
excel led at anyth i ng she had to do." Her grandmother, l i ke other
women in the vi l lage, cou ld heal without recourse to a doctor.
She didn't need a doctor. My father used to tel l us about
the big tumor he had on his neck. My grandmother got
some opi um, that she made, her own, from the poppies,
she gave it to h i m . She cut the tumor, and, it was l ike a
boi l . No problem. It was a boi l . She slit it, drai ned it; it
was fine. And he said, uh, 1 always h ad to laugh cause
he'd say, ' It's a good thing she no ki l l me! My si ster tel l
me I cry and cry when I was a baby. She gave me some
of that opi um and I sleep for three days . . . ' A l l the old
women i n Europe knew herbal medici nes, and very sel
dom did you go to a doctor . . . They grew them. Now
how did she learn how to make opium out of poppies?
She knew. They all knew. All the old women. 1 don't
thi nk my mother knew. But they did. They woul d dry
the herbs i n the povala - i n the attic - i n the povala .
At eight years old, Mrs. Goska left S lovakia. She was too
young to be trai ned i n the stuff of her "earliest . . . my dearest
memories." Her youth was not the only factor keepi ng Mrs.
Goska from bei ng i n itiated i nto her own, beloved culture. The
desperation of her fami ly's ci rcumstances also contri buted. Twice,
when prodded about the passing on of fami ly history and language
ski l ls, Mrs. Goska identifies her mother's heavy work load and
poverty as forces that mitigated agai nst such shari ng, "My mother
had enough trouble try i ng to make a livi ng," and, "Once we came
to America a l l she had to do was hustle for a buck."
Even if Mrs. Goska had been fu lly i nitiated i nto the cu lture
she was born i nto, the desperation of her situation, like that of
so many other S lavic i mmigrants i n America, wou l d have offered
her no opportunity to learn and exercise cultural ski lls Slovaks
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had perfected over centuries. These ski l l s required houses with
enough room for looms, land, l ivestock, and access to natural
products l i ke hemp and flax. Even something so si mple as si ngi ng
was tied to practices that didn't exist for S lovaks in i ndustrial
America. As Mrs. Goska noted, "The si ngers i n the fields . . . si ng
about what they're doi ng. Li ke, if they're, uh, p u l l i ng the sugar
beets they're s i nging about that." In Ameri ca, Mrs. Goska's fami ly
had no land; not even the coa l shaft i n which her father toi led
was theirs to claim. Too, there were few other Slovaks with
whom to congregate. Mrs. Goska betrayed no knowledge of the
larger forces at work to atomize the New Immigrants, but she did
mention how sma ll the Slovak community was, i n comparison to
the Irish and Welsh. She described how the S lovaks did carry on
some traditions for a ti me.
They always got together for big si ng-a longs, and tel l i ng
stories, always. The food wou ld be cooked, the stuffed
cabbage and the kielbasi, and they wou ld come over.
Cause we used to have big rooms. Not l i ke here. Big
kitchens. And joe and I wou ld be sitting on the steps
and li sten to these scary stories they would tel l . They
used to have wonderfu l ti mes.
These di d not last, however. Forces connected with
i mmigration ended them. Lives were constantly di srupted,
communities scattered, by poverty. Mrs. Goska had to leave
school and go to work for a wea lthy Jewi sh fami ly i n New York.
There she had to learn kosher cooki ng and Yiddish. Too, Slovaks
were living i n the worst areas, doi ng the worst work. Some, l i ke
her father, moved to escape the constant th reat of b lack lung:
She [Mrs. Goska's mother] didn't want him to work i n
the coal mi nes anymore. So, she - I was working i n
New York, so she said wou ld I come home and take
care of the kids because Apa's1 getti ng worse. He's gon
na get - you know - l i ke his friends were dying from
the l u ng - b lack lung? And she didn't want h i m to get
worse so I came home and I took over and she went out
to Bayonne.
Others also moved in search of work:
Pennsyl vania became a very poor state. The mi nes were
dying and peop le were leaving. They were - the Jam
riks moved to Ph i ladelphia, a ci ty, where they cou ld get
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wo rk. 1hei r ch ildren grew up and they got j obs in the
cities . 1he Shuchters - the old people died, and the i r
ch ildren moved t o cities. Everybody moved. We moved
to New Jersey because there was work here . But you
move too far away from your families. So you j ust d i dn't
get together any more. You had to have a la rge house to
get together.
Here and i n the reference a bove to big rooms, M rs. Goska
notes the i m portance of arch itecture in the passing on of cultural
form s . In Kovarce, there was a com munal hall used by the whole
v i llage, " I t was j ust a place where a huge a mount of people could
go and have a wonderful t i m e dancing. I told you, they were very
j oyous people. TI1e slivovica would flow like water."
Finally, Mrs. Goska and others like her faced hostili ty,
ri di cule, and sha me. She tells stories of being tri cked, laughed at
and placed in the wrong grade when she f i rst went to school in
America, and of developi ng a debi I itati ng stutte r. TI1 is must have
been especi ally painful for her, because in Slovakia she loved
school and got the h i ghest possi ble grades. Education was stressed
in her family:
[ In Kovarce] I got a report card . I was very s m a rt. I got
ones in everythi ng, and one was the hi ghest mark you
could get. And my mother was very ca reful that I had a
good report card . As I said, she was all for lea rning. My
mother had a way of saying that if you ca rry it on your
in your head, i t's not heavy, but if you ca rry it your load
on your shoulders, that's when it's heavy. So, in other
words, be s m a rt. Learn as much as you can.
Not only Ameri can ra cism

m ade th i s

New I m m igrant

uncomfortable in school. Accused of a wrong she di dn't com m i t
b y Ameri can classmates, unable t o speak English or understand
what was transpi ring, she had to stay after school, and was later
h i t by her mother. TI1e teacher responsi ble fo r the false accusation
was a Slovak nun who could have cleared things up at any ti me
by speaking Slovak to M rs. Goska. M rs . Goska attri butes the
woman's behav ior to her own perverse personali ty. I wonder,
though, if Si ster Pauline, who shares a fi rst name with M rs . Goska,
wasn't h i d i ng her own shame or trying to communi cate to her
li ttle i m m igrant student that America was a h a rsh world where
every second spent being a Slovak, and not an Ameri can, would
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cost her.
Duri ng the New Immigrat ion, America was technological ly
advanced, but Jacked the mu lticu ltu ral sophistic ation it h as today.
Today Hmong embroideries adorn the homes of the best and the
brightest, folk tales are appreciated for their deep truths, and folk
technologies for thei r i ngenuity. As mentioned above, though,
when Mrs. Goska arrived in this country, peasant immigrants' folk
culture was seen as proof of their racial i nferiority. Mrs. Goska
might have been uncomfortab le about the kind of bel iefs she
describes below.
We ll, like my mother told me after I had the baby.
'You do not go out unti l after you're churched. You do
not leave the house' . . . Because she knew of several
women i n the vil lage that weren't chu rched. And she
said, 'Somebody's gonna call you out. Now, if you hear
somebody cal l you, [si ngsong] " Pavli na, Pavli na, " don't
go out, cause they' l l never see you aga i n .'
If you go over the bri dge at night - he' ll drag you i n !
. . . Yeah ! Hastrman2 tam byva pod mostom. U nder the
bri dge he lives in there and if you go over it at a cer
tai n ti me at night he' l l drag you i n and they' l l never
see you again. And, uh, when they're goi ng through the
fields there are different witches. How they have dif
ferent k i nd of ceremonies. Bosorki. 'Bosorka' is 'witch.'
Ona je bosorka . They had a lot of witch stories . . . 'Yeah,
I was goi ng home - and - uh oh.' The bosorka wou ld
come and drai n a l l the m i lk from the cows. That's why
the cow was dry.
Mrs. Goska expressed her view of these aspects of Slovak
cu lture. "Well, of course, when I was a kid, I believed her, but it's
a l l superstition as far as I'm concerned" and, "You don't believe
that, do you?" I n her ask i ng me thi s rhetori cal questi on, I felt that
my mother was comm unicati ng to me, "It's not actually true; we
shou ldn't believe it; so it has no value at a l l ."
Immediately assum i ng the benefits of Ameri can cu lture
was not a ready option. Mrs. Goska tel ls two stories of awkward
attempts to learn "English - Ameri can - customs" : an aborted
and mi sunderstood version of what a "vacation" is that ended i n
embarrassment for the vacationers, and efforts to find and taste
American food, which i ncluded eati ng di scarded peanut butter
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i n a garbage d u m p . I n a nother a n ecdote, M rs . Goska reports how
i naccessi b l e even the most common j oys of Ameri ca n cu ltu re
were to her. She enj oyed school sports, but she had to quit school
to ea rn money to feed the fam i ly. In America, celebrati on was
bought with money, not sweat or comm u n ity. And there was no
money to be had.
There was a m agic i a n in school a n d he cost ten cents to
go see. My m other d i d n 't have the ten cents to give me.
She cou l d not scrape u p ten penn i es . So I remember the
i ns u ra nce man was sitti ng there and he wanted to give
me the ten cents. And my mother says, 'No . You cannot
take it from a nybody.' So I d i d n't see the m agi c i a n .
ll1 i s l ack o f access t o Ameri ca n cu ltu re, exacerbated b y her
poverty a n d constant struggle for mere subsi stence, extended to
the b i rth of her chi ldren :
We got a n a p a rtment i n Newark. We h a d to share a
b ath room w i th a Jew i sh l ady a n d her two sons. It was a
cold-water flat. It wasn't easy. L i ke I tel l Antoi nette [her
daughter] , she keeps a s k i n g me, w i th her l i ttle baby,
'What d i d I do when I was that o l d ? How o l d were we
when we d i d thi s? ' I s a i d, ' How do I remember? I rai sed
s i x k i ds i n ten years. I don 't remember what you people
did. I j ust did the best I knew how. I d i dn't keep n o b aby
books, sayi ng, 'She started to ta lk; she started to wal k .'
You wa l ked when you were ready to wa l k . You t a lked
when you were ready to ta l k . My job was to make s u re
you were c lean a n d wel l fed and had a p lace to s l eep
and if I cou l dn't afford to buy clothes I m ade them . An
toi nette needed a coat when she was l i ttle. I d i d n 't h ave
money to buy one. I took one of my coats a n d m ade her
a coat N ow I don't th i n k I wou ld k now h ow to do it.
Thi s, I thi nk, is one of the t ra umata M rs . Gaska a n d other
i m m i grants l i ke her endured, a t ra u m a that contri buted to
Ameri ca's offic ia l ly sanctioned v i ew that she a n d others l i ke her
had n o cu ltu re and were i ncapable of ach ievi ng the same c u l tu ra l
level a s Ameri cans. She was a rura l peasant who i m m i grated to
i n dustri a l company towns. That p rocess robbed her of her b i rth right
- trad it i o n a l S lovak cu ltu re

that had given its p racti tioners beauty,

expression, a n d a sense of belongi ng a n d p ri de. Its d i sa ppearance
left a void, for access to the frui ts of America n cu lture was d i fficu lt
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if not impossi ble. Si nce Ameri cans are certainly "they," this
process helped doom my mother to a ma �gi nal status where she
could not thrive as either Slovak or Amen can. It, I suspect, a lso
wounded her so deeply that, outside of thi s i nterview, it has been
very difficult for me to get i nformation from my mother about her
life. I think it is just too difficult for her to talk about.
1 came across an anomaly that threatened this hypothesis. I
wi ll argue here, though, that this anomaly u lti mately supports the
hypothesis. At one poi nt Mrs. Goska did use first person pronouns
when discussing Slovaks. In descri bing Slovak foodways, Mrs.
Goska repeats the words "that was ours," over and over again; the
phrase is spoken with i ncreasi ng volume and fal ls with a mantric
thud.
My mother would make the kolace from the poppy
seed. That was ours. Kolace from the walnuts, that was
ours, and kapusniki from the cabbage . . . Same thi ng like
the walnuts, only you'd put sweetened cabbage i nside,
and cheese. We had a l l those kolaces . Then we h ad the
soups. We had our own mushrooms . . . Cause my father
- my grandfather - would go out to get mushrooms i n
the fields. We always had dried mushrooms. And, uh,
cabbage. Sauerkraut soups with the m ushrooms. And
that was ours. We had ch i ck pea soup - that was ours.
We raised our own. Everythi ng was your own food that
you raised. Or the wal nuts. My grandfather had beauti
ful walnut trees. And the poppies, of course, we had our
own seeds.
Here Mrs. Goska's use of the first person p l ura l pronoun, and
the repeated phrase "that was ours", i s spoken i n reference to a
body of ritual behavior i n which she has conti nuously partici pated,
and competently: that of prepari ng food for the Christmas Eve
feast. I n fact, she has i ncu lcated at least one of her chi ldren - me
- i n the preparation of a l l of these foods. Too, just as i n the old
country, the man of the fam i Iy - my father - was responsible for
gatheri ng the wild mushrooms that would stud the sauerkraut
soup. "They" is not used. Mrs. Goska can claim thi s memory,
not only as somethi ng beautiful and cheri shed but pai nfu l for i ts
irrevocable loss, but as somethi ng she can recreate, participate
i n, and teach to her chi ldren. Too, unl ike sheepskin garments or
other more public forms of a despised folk culture, foods could be
70

Goska-No Opportunity for Song

enjoyed at home, far from raci sm's disparagi ng eyes.
There was another odd use of language i n the i nterview:
the extent to whi ch my mother was trans lati ng as she spoke to
me. I do the same thi ng, of course; when I ask her about her
punishi ng but somehow rewarding chi ldhood game of run n i ng
barefoot over stubble i n post-harvest grain fields, I do not use
the word "stubble." Th i s is because I am - foolishly - unsure that
my mother wi l l know the word "stubble." My mother was doi ng
the same thi ng to me, but with much more fluidity. I stumbled
before sayi ng, i n p lace of "stubble," "cut wheat;" she did not
stumble at a l l before even so refined a translation as referri ng to
her next door neighbor Kunko, who saved her life, as "Cohen," an
Americanized version of the Slovak " Kunko."
I grew up in a house where I heard her speak Slovak dai l y,
to my father or to other relatives, yet my mother rarely used
Slovak i n thi s i nterview about herself as a Slovak and Slovakia.
In the twenty-thousand-word i nterview, Mrs. Goska uses Slovak
words only fifteen times. These S lovak words may be produced i n
response from proddi ng from me, for example, "komora." At first
my mother uses the Engli sh "keep i ng room." On one occasion
she corrects my Americani zed p l u ral of the Slovak word "grof'3
to "grofs." "Grofi," she says. Isolated words are used to describe a
feature of S lovak life; these are immediately translated. Examples :
"povala," a n d "bosorka." Some words are widely used as-is by
American Slavs from various countries, and not usua l l y translated
i nto Engli sh . Examples: "slivovica,"4 "oplatki,"5 and "ko/ace."6 At
two poi nts I get the i mpression that Mrs. Goska has sli pped i nto
Slovak i n order to rouse her memory, as when she says " On a je
bosorka," meani ng, "She i s a witch." A song is mentioned and the
brief sni ppet of it that she recites is im mediately translated. Only
the one Slovak word "teacher" in "Pan UCitef'," "Mister Teacher,"
is a l lowed to stand without translation or other justification.
A Russian writer on language and literature, Mikha i l
Mikhai lovich Bakhti n ( 1 895- 1 9 75), theorized that people usua l l y
mai ntai n the i ntegrity of the contents of their quotes, even to the
extent of code-switchi ng, if necessary, i n order to do so (Moore
1 993, 2 1 4, 23 6). If thi s theory is true, Mrs. Goska is an exception.
She repeatedly puts Engli sh words i nto the mouths of S lovak
characters who are wel l known to both of us. She does retai n
the ritual language of the Slovak Christmas Eve celebration, and,
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at one point, she puts Slovak words i n her mother's mouth, " Co
ty robls?" immediately, though, providing the English translation,
"What are you doi ng?"
Many explanations are possi ble for M rs. Goska's thorough
translation of remembered Slovak words i nto English. She may
have been speaking to me not as her daughter, but as an American
i ntervi ewer who was recording a semi-permanent version of her
story. For the Ameri can, for the record, she wou ld display her
abi lity to do it right. The first Slovak word in the i nterview appears
in a tense, guarded performance:
DVG: You had a house with how many rooms?
MRS. GOSKA: Uh, wel l, there was the keepi ng room.
DVG: Keepi ng room?
MRS. GOSKA: Keeping room.
DVG: What was that? Is that from Slovak?
M RS. GOSKA: That was a cold that was a room shut off
from the rest of the house.
DVG: How do you say that i n Slovak? Do you remem
ber?
MRS. GOSKA: Komora . K-o-m-o-r-a. Komora.
Here "komora " is repeated and spel led out as i f Mrs. Goska
were engagi ng in the k i nd of rigid, unnatural, and temporary
performance requi red at a spe l li ng bee. Of course, even outside
of the i nterview context, I am the American, the outsider. I cannot
help but feel sad that for my mother, doi ng it ri ght means filtering,
so finely, i nvisibly, and automati cally, her native speech out of
dia logue with me. I think of the ki nds of pressures that dri l led i nto
Mrs. Goska that her own ethn i city i s someth i ng to be kept from
Ameri cans. Translation can be an open door, a way of work i ng
to i nvite in, to make comfo rtable, guests with whom you want
to share your world. Translation ca n a lso be a way to shut out, to
hermetica l ly seal from expected ri dicule and debasement what
one holds most dear, and most unsharab le.
One day my si ster was in the shower. Her baby was crying.
We had to endure franti c tears unti l my sister was avai lable.
My mother crouched down . She grabbed the baby's arms and
swung them. "Mommy's comi ng with a big bag of mi l k ! " And
suddenly, she began to sing a S lovak folksong. My mother's hard
l ife i s reflected i n her face, but sudden ly thi s was another face,
rosy, flexible, spark l i ng. The face of a "happy, joyous" person. I
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felt n a i led to the f loor. Tru l y, my mother conta i ns another person,
whom I don't k now.
Another Eastern E u ropean wom a n who came to Ameri ca early
in the twenti eth centu ry ce lebrated her tra nsform ati on thu s :

I a m j u st as m u ch o u t o f the way a s i f I were dead, for I
am absol utel y other tha n the person whose story I have
to tel l . Physi ca l conti n ui ty with my earl ier self is no dis
a dvantage . I cou l d speak i n the thi rd person a n d not
fee l that I was m asquerad i ng. I ca n a n a l yze my subj ect
I can revea l everythi ng, for she, a n d not I, i s my rea l

hero i n e . My l i fe I h ave sti l l to l i ve; her l i fe ended when
m i ne bega n (Anti n, quoted i n Zaborowsk a 1 99 5 , 3 9 ) .

Fo r me, s uch a transformation i s n o cause for ce lebratio n .

Notes
1

H u n ga ri a n for "father."

2

A hastrma n is a s upernatu ral creature that l ives in water and ca n cause

trouble fo r h u ma n bei ngs. M rs. Gaska p rovides a translation for the rest
of the sentence i n her fol l ow i n g Engl ish sentence.
3

G rof - Cou nt.

4

S l ivovica is a stron g, d ea r a lcoh o l i c d r i n k made from p l u ms .

5

Opl atki a re recta ngu l a r, greet i n g-card-si zed p i eces of t h e sa me wheaten

materi a l used to ma ke com m u n io n wafers. Bas- rel ief Christmas scenes
a re stamped i nto them. S l av i c-Americans share the i r consu mption with
l oved ones at Christmastime.
6

Kol ace a re pastries. A fi l l i ng, typica l l y of grou nd, sweetened poppy

seeds or gro u nd , sweetened wal n uts, is wrapped in a s p i ra l of pastry
d ough and bakec!.
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RACIAL PROFILING AND TH E WAR ON
TERROR : CHANG ING TRENDS AND
PERSPECTIVES1
B. Bah
Northern Illinois University
Abu

Mi norities in the U nited States have often been treated unfai rly
by law enforcement agenci es. Prior to the September 1 1 , 2 001 ,
terrorist attack on the U nited States, B lacks were the mai n victi ms
of raci a l profi l i ng. Si nce the terrorist attack, however, Arabs and
Musl ims are becoming the primary targets for profi l i ng by law
enforcement agencies. There are some remarkable simi larities
between the profil i ng of Blacks and the profi l i ng of Arabs and
Muslims. In both cases, the fundamental problems with racial
profil i ng are that it violates the civi l l iberti es of i n nocent people
and denies mi norities the equa l protecti on of the law. The War on
Terror has redefined racial profil i ng. It has not only led to a shift i n
the target population, but i t has also changed the ways i n whi ch
raci al profi l i ng i s conducted.
Th i s paper exami nes the problem of racial profili ng before
and after the terrorist attack of 9/1 1 . It focuses on three ki nds of
changes that are cruci al for understandi ng the current problem
of racial profil i ng. These are: the ch angi ng rationale for racial
profili ng; the shift in the target population; and the diminish i ng
efforts to combat racial profi l i ng. The rationale for racial profi l i ng
has often been li nked to the government's responsibi lity to protect
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the pub lic agai nst cri me, violence, and other forms of social
disorder. Prior to the 9/1 1 attack, the rationale for racial profi l i ng
centered mai n ly on the need to protect the public against drug
trafficki ng and il legal i mmigration. Blacks and Hispani cs were
the pri mary targets for racial profiling. Si nce the 9/1 1 attack,
however, terrorism has become the prima ry security concem . llis
concern has led to a dramatic i ncrease i n the profiti ng of Arabs
and Mus li ms, who are often considered terrori sts. Furthermore,
the problem of terrori sm has led to the erosion of the i ntO:Ierance
toward racial profili ng that characteri zed the pre-9/1 1 period.
Th i s erosion is reflected in the swift introduction of new security
regu lations that target Arabs and Mus l i ms as well as the sharp
decli ne i n the efforts to combat racial p rofil ing.
The profi l i ng of B lacks i n the post-civi l rights era represents
a dysfunction withi n Ameri can law enforcement i nstitutions.
Despite its pers.i stence, ra-c ial profiling of Blacks has been
recognized as a problematic issue that must be combated. In
contrast, racial profiling of Arabs and Musli ms, especially si nce the
9/1 1 terrorist attack, can be seen as a state-sponsored crackdown
on Arabs and Musli ms that is i ntended to protect the United
States agai nst terrorism . H oweve r, raci a l profili ng of Arabs and
Musli ms has implicaHons for minority comm,un:i,ti1es. Essen�i.alty, tt
is an extension of the biased l aw en�orcement practices to which
B lacks and Hlspanics have been subJected. Most importantly,
racial profil i ng undermi nes civt t liberties, whi.Ch are essential
for a democratic society. The i ntroduction of new and stri ngent
secu rity regu lations i ncreases the powers of law en)orcement
agencies and opens up new channels for the mi streatment of
disadvantaged mi nority groups, who a re often at a far greater
risk of abuse. WhHe fully recogni zing the urgency of combati ng
terrorism, I argue that it is equally imp.e�rati·ve �or a democrati-c
society to protect civil ti berti-es and enst.Ke equa:rity beiore the law.
Li berty and equality are the fundamental valures of democra-cy.
By violati ng these values, raci al profi ring raises questions about
American democracy. The critical question is how democrati.c is
a country that violates the civ i l ti berties of minorities and fails to
give them equal protection of the law.

Constitutional Issues in Racial Profiling
Profili ng has often been a n importanttool for taw enforcement
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agencies i n thei r fight against cri me. In its most basic for�,
profi ling is a technique that can help law enforcement agenc1es
concentrate resources i n specific directions i n order to maxim i ze
the chances of preventi ng cri me or apprehendi ng cri m i nals
(Schauer 2003). As David Harris rightly notes, "a profile is simply
a set of characteri stics-physical, behavioral, or psychologica l"
(2002, p. 1 6). In cri m i nal i nvestigations, law enforcement agents
often deve lop profiles such as that of the rapi st, seria l k i l ler, and
drug-courier. However, profi les that are based on behavioral
or psychological attributes differ from ones that are based on
ascribed identities, such as race, eth ni city, national origi n, or
religious background. Whi le the former focus on i ndividuals,
the latter tend to target specific communities and often lead to
widespread violations of thei r civil li berties.
Racial profi ling has become a generic term that describes the
practice of targeti ng racial, eth nic, and cu ltural m i norities by law
enforcement agencies for stops, searches, or arrests. Over the past
several years, thi s bi ased treatment of Blacks, Hi spanics, Arabs,
and Muslims has been eloquently expressed i n common phrases
such as driving while black, driving while brown, flying while
Arab, and flying while Muslim, respectively. In its extreme form,
raci al profili ng leads to police brutality. Pol i ce bruta lity refers
to the use of excessive force or cruel and inhuman treatment
agai nst suspects by law enforcement agents. just as mi norities
a re the victi ms of racial profi li ng, they are also the victi ms of
pol i ce brutality. Whi le recognizing the differences between racial
profi l i ng and police brutality, I treat the two as closely i ntertwi ned
problems. The i nterconnecti on is evident i n the fact that most
of the efforts to combat racial profi li ng were sparked by pol i ce
bruta lity i ncidents. As a practical matter, the two problems are
i nseparable.
Racial profi li ng has generated serious constitutional and
pol itical debates. Traditiona lly, the question of racial profiling
arises i n cases related to the fight agai nst i l legal i m m igration
and the war on drugs. These cases often i nvolved H i spanics and
Blacks, respectively. One must now add the War on Terror and
its i m pact on Arabs and Mus l i ms. The centra l question is whether
racial profi ling violates the pri nciples of l i berty and equal ity
ensh ri ned i n the Fourth and Fourteenth Amendments of the
U nited States Constitution. The Fourth Amendment guarantees
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that "l11e right of the peopl e to be secure in their persons, houses,
papers, and effects, against unreasonable searches and seizures,
sha l l not be viol ated, and no Warrants sha l l issue, but upon
probable cause." l11e Fourteenth Amendment further guarantees:
"No State sha l l make or enforce any law which shal l abridge
the privileges or im munities of citizens of the United States; nor
shal l any State deprive any person of life, liberty, or property,
without due process of law; nor deny to any person within its
jurisdiction the equal protection of the laws." While there is a
consensus that the Constitution prohibits unreasonable search
and seizure (without a probable cause) and biased enforcement
of the l aw, the courts have often found it difficult to agree on what
constitutes unreasonable search and seizure or bias in the process
of enforcing the law. Furthermore, the courts are often faced with
the difficulty of striking a fine bal ance between protecting the
civil liberties of individuals and defending the public interest.
l11e constitutional issues surrounding racia l profiling have
been raised in several cases brought before the Supreme Court. In
United States v. Brignoni-Ponce (19 75), for example, the Supreme
Court agreed that it is a viol ation of the Fourth Amendment for
officers in a revolving patrol near the Mexican border to question
motorists about their immigration status solely because the
motorists looked like Mexicans. In United States v. Martinez
Fuerte et a/. (19 76), however, the Supreme Court allowed for
some degree of racial profiling at a fixed border checkpoint in
order to protect the public interest against i llega l immigration.
In addition, the Supreme Court has addressed the issue of racial
profiling in drug-rel ated cases. In United States v. Sokolow (1989),
for example, the Supreme Court focused on the use of ongoing
criminal activities, persona l characteristics, and official profiles
as grounds for suspicion and seizure. l11e Court agreed that
law enforcement agents could use government profiles of drug
couriers, as long as the agents could show a c lear link between
the person fitting the profile and the criminal conduct in question.
In Un ited States v. Armstrong (1996), the Suprerne Court directly
dealt with the issue of racia l bias in the enforcement of drug
trafficking laws. The central question was whether the defendants,
who were B lacks, were singled out for prosecution because of
their race, in violation of the equal protection c l ause of the
Fourteenth Amendment. In this case, the Court p laced the burden
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of proof of racial bias upon the defendants. Effectively, the Court
gave law enforcement agents discretionary powers i n choosi ng
whom to i nvestigate.
In Korematsu v. United States ( 1 944), the Supreme Cou rt
di rectly dealt with the issue of racial profil i ng and violations of
civi l l i berties within the context of national security. The central
issue was the lega lity of the Exc lusion Order issued duri ng World
War II, which stipulated that after May 9, 1 942, a l l persons of
Japanese ancestry must move out of the West Coast m i litary
area because they were suspected of espionage. In justifying the
Exclusion Order, the Court disti nguished violations of civi I li berties
that might result from activities i ntended to protect the public
as opposed to violations that were driven by racial antagonism.
Despite its deep concerns over the violations of civi l li berties,
the Court agreed that it was permissible to expel a l l persons
of Japanese ancestry because it was imposs i b le to differe nti ate
those who were disloyal from those who were loyal to the U nited
States.
The ongoi ng lega l battle su rrounding the AI-Qaeda and
Tali ban suspects held at G uantanamo Bay and in the U nited States
is likely to produce the most cruci al Supreme Court ru l i ng for
understandi ng how the cou rts reconci le racial profi l i ng with civi l
liberties and national secu rity matters. The major i ssue is whether
the government could detai n the suspects i n definitely, without
a free and fai r trial, in order to protect the U nited States from
terrori sm. Most of the suspects are foreign nationa ls who are either
Arabs or Musl ims caught in Afghanistan or Pakistan. However,
these cases could have great impl icati ons for the numerous Arabs
and Mus l i ms arrested i n the U nited States for terrorism-related
activities si nce the 9/1 1 attack. The most i nteresti ng cases are
those of Yasser Hamdi and Jose Padi l la, who are both U nited
States citi zens by virtue of birth . Hamdi is an Arab American
caught on the battlefield in Afghanistan.2 Padi l l a is a Hi span ic
who converted to Islam. He was arrested at O'Hare Ai rport i n
Chi cago o n h i s way from Pakistan and l ater accused of plotti ng
to detonate a "di rty bomb" in the U nited States on behalf of AI
Qaeda. The U nited States government has classified the AI-Qaeda
and Tal i ban suspects as "enemy combatants" and refused to grant
them access to the courts ( Elsea 2 004) . Instead, the government
has established a m i l itary tribu nal to try the suspects. The first
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hea ring began at the end of August 2 004, with the appea rance of
four suspects. However, the tribuna l has been strongl y opposed by
human rights advocates. In June 2 004, the Supreme Court ru l ed
that terror suspects he ld at Guantanamo Bay should be given
access to the courts ( Rasul v. Bush 2 004). In November 2 004, a
federa l court i n Washington, D.C., ha lted the tri a l of S a l i m Ahmed
H amdan. The judge agreed that a competent review tri buna l must
first determi ne whether the suspect was enti tled to the protection
of the Geneva Conventi on before he could be tried in a mi l itary
tribuna l. Thi s rul i ng was overturned by the Court of Appeals for
the District of Co lumbia Ci rcui t. l11e case is now at the Supreme
Court . The designati on of Ameri can citi zens as enemy combatants
has a lso been strongly cha l lenged . In Februa ry 2005, a federa l
district judge in South Ca ro l i na ruled that an American citizen
could not be detai ned as an enemy combatant. Judge Henry
F loyd ru l ed that the government must release Jose Padi l la, who
had been detai ned since May 2002, without charges. However,
the Court of Appea l s for the Fourth Ci rcuit has overturned this
rul i ng. l11is case is a lso expected to reach the Supreme Court.
Raci a l profi l i ng has a lso ra ised other kinds of constitutiona l
concerns rel ating to the manner i n which arrests a re executed. In
United States v. Sharpe ( 1 985), for example, the Supreme Court
addressed the questi on of what constitutes a reasonab l e length
of time to hold a suspect whi l e an i nvestigation i s taking place.
The case a lso ra ised the issue of consent search. In this case, the
Court rejected the defendants' c l a i m that they were held fo r an
unreasonable time wi thout a probable cause and searched without
thei r consent. Instead, the Court was more sympatheti c to the
logistica l difficu lties that the officers faced in executi ng the a rrests.
In Whren v. United States ( 1 996), the Court dea lt with the i ssue of
pretext for seizure. The Court rejected the defendant's c l a i m that
they were arrested for drug possession without a probabl e cause.
The Court agreed that a legiti mate arrest for a traff ic violation
could lead to a probab le cause for another a rrest.
The above cases raise cruci a l questions about raci a l bi as,
civ i l l iberties, and the pub l i c interest in the process of enforcing
the law. l11ese a re the critica l issues in the debate about racia l
profi l i ng and the va l ues of l i berty and equa l ity i n a democrati c
society. Whi le some of the suspects i n the above cases were
engaged in crimi na l activities, the problem with raci a l prof i li ng is
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that it violates the civi l li berties of too many i nnocent people and
compromises the guarantee of equal protection before the law. As
justice Marshall rem i nded us i n United States v. Sokolow ( 1 9 89),
"Because the strongest advocates of Fourth Amendment rights are
frequently cri mi nals, it is easy to forget that our i nterpretations
of such rights apply to the i nnocent and the gui lty alike." Racia l
profi li ng, as noted b y justice jackson i n Korematsu v. United
States ( 1 944), also violates the fundamenta l assumption that
"gui lt is personal and not inheritable." However, in most of these
cases, the Supreme Court has fai led to unequivoca l ly rej ect racial
profi ling. This has left mi nority people vulnerable to abuse by law
enforcement agencies. As justice Brennan lamented i n United
States v. Martinez-Fuerte et a/. ( 1 9 76), "This defacement of Fourth
Amendment protections is arrived at by a ba lancing process
that overwhelms the i ndividual's protecti on agai nst unwarranted
official i ntrusion by a governmental i nterest said to justify the
search and seizure. But that method is only a convenient cover
for condoni ng arbitrary official conduct."
Raci al profi ling is not only a threat to mi nority communities,
but also a problem for American democracy. As I have noted, racial
profi l i ng violates the fundamental val ues of li berty and equality,
which are the foundations of a democratic society. Democracy
is defined as a system of government in whi ch ru lers are elected
through regular free and fai r electi ons ( Dahl 1 97 1 ) . What i s often
forgotten i s that elections are actual ly a means of ensuri ng that
the civi l li berties and human dignity of a l l citi zens are protected
(Tocquevi l le 1 956). These i ncl ude li berty from arbitrary arrest,
right to a free and fai r trial, and equality before the law. Thus, the
real test for a democrati c society i s not only how often it holds
elections, but also how wel l it protects the civi l l iberties of its
citi zens, especi ally mi norities. By violati ng the values of li berty
and equality, racial profi l i ng undermi nes the trust of mi norities i n
the very i nstitutions of power that are supposed to protect them
and contri butes to thei r disencha ntment with democracy.

Traditional Minorities and Racial Profiling
Over the past decades, B lacks and H ispanics have been
vi ctims of racial profi l i ng and pol i ce brutal ity. More than any
other group, they have been subjected to unnecessary stops and
searches, humi l i ations, beati ngs, and even death by police officers,
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espeda:ll y i n.the. major cities, such as New York and Las Angeles. I n
NewYork City, for: example, the Civi lian Complaint Review Board
(CCRB) has. documented numerous cases of improper treatment
of ·dti.zens by officers of the New York Police Department (NYPD).
The cases show that mi norities, especia l ly B lacks, are far more
likely to be m istreated by the police. Between 1 99 7 and 200 1 , for
example, the CCRB i dentified 2 7,079 alleged victims. Blacks and
H ispanics respectively accounted for 52% and 25% of the a l leged
vi.ctims, compared to 1 9% for Whites (CCRB 2002, p . 82). Given
the racia l composition of the city's population, the data clearly
show tmat B lacks· are at a disadvantage.3 In 2003 , B lacks sti l l
accounted for 52% of the a l leged victims of police mi streatment,
wfrli le the proportion of H ispanics and Whites s lightly changed
to 24% and Jt9% respectively (CCRB 2004, p. 5 1 ) . Even more
troub l i ng i s the fact that Blacks are overrepresented among the
victims whose a l legations have been substanti ated. In 1 999 and
2000; fer example, B l acks represented 54% of such victi ms. The
proportion of B lacks fel l to 43% in 2 00 1 , but by 2003 , it had risen
to 53%. The p roportion of Whites ranged from 1 7% i n 1 999, to
a high of 22% in 200 1 , before droppi ng to 2 1 % in 2003 . Si nce
1 999, the proportion of Hispanics has ranged from 23% i n 2000
to 2 6% i n 2 003, with the exception of 2001 when it rocketed to
3 2% (CCRB, 2 004, p. 1 08).
I n Los Angeles County, B lacks and Hispani cs are also more
l i kely to be stopped, searched, and arrested by the Los Angeles
pol i ce compared to Whites. Out of the 496,4 1 6 drivers who
were, ,stopped i n 2003, for examp le, 1 9% were B lacks. Though
the ,number of White and Hispanic drivers stopped reflected their
share of the county's pop u lation, White drivers were far less l i kely
to be searched or arrested after they have been stopped.4 In fact,
or:�ly 5% of the White drivers were searched, compared to 20%
of the B lack and H i spanic drivers. Furthermore, only 2% of the
White drivers were arrested, compared to 4% of the B lacks and
5 % of the H ispanics . Simi larly, of the 23,498 passengers in cars
that were stopped by the police i n 2003 , 3 4% were B lacks and
5l% Hispanics, compared to 1 3 % for Whites. Sixty-one percent
of. the H ispa n i c and 66% of the B lack passengers were searched,
compared to 5 0% of the Whites. The situation is not m uch different
for . mi narity pedestrians. B lacks a nd H i spanics, respectivel y,
accounted for 36% and 43 % of the 178,998 pedestrians stopped
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i n 2003 , compared to 1 7% for Whites. Furthermore, 55% of
the B lack and 52% of the Hispanic pedestrians were searched,
compared to 3 8% of the Whites. Twenty-six percent of the B lack
and 2 7% of the Hispanic pedestrians were arrested, compared to
1 4% of the Whites ( LAPD 2003) .
These disturbing statisti cs are a dai ly real ity for B iacks and other
mi norities, who are mi streated by law enforcement officers across
the country. The cases of mistreatment range from u nnecessary
stops and searches, to hum i l i ation of i nnocent people, and, i n
worst-case scenarios, murder o f unarmed civi l i a ns. I n May 1 996,
for example, Alvin Penn, a promi nent Afri can Ameri can politician
in Connecti cut, was unnecessari ly stopped and questioned by a
police officer i n Trumbu ll, Connecticut (Weizel, 1 998). So too
i n january 1 996, 42-year old Gary Rodwel l of Phi ladelphia was
stopped and searched for drugs on the 1-95 highway in Maryland.
Like other Black motorists on 1-95, Rodwell was abused and
humiliated duri ng the search. He was part of a class-acti on
lawsuit fil led by the American Civil L i berties U nion (Va lenti ne
1 998). Some of the most disturb i ng i ncidents of abuse i nclude the
Rodney King beati ng i n Los Angeles and the sodomizi ng of Abner
Louima in New York City. King was seriously beaten by pol i ce
officers of the Los Angeles Pol i ce Department (LAPD) on March
3, 1 99 1 . The whole i ncident was video taped by a bystander
(Chri stopher 1 99 1 ). Thi rteen years after the King i nci dent, LAPD
officers were again caught on tape beati ng a B lack person. The
vi ctim, Stanley Mil ler, was repeatedly hit with a flashlight and
ki cked. The M i l ler i ncident, whi ch occurred i n june 2004, is under
i nvestigation. Initial reports i ndi cate that Mi l ler was unarmed and
did not resist arrest (Madigan 2004). On August 9, 1 99 7, Lou i m a
was beaten and sexually molested with the wooden handle o f a
toi let plunger i n a bathroom at the 70th Preci nct Station House by
four officers of the NYPD (United States of America against Justin
Volpe 1 999).
Numerous unarmed B l acks and H i span i cs have a lso been
kil led by police officers. In january 1 996, for example, a 1 5-year
old Puerto Rican boy, Frankie Arzuega, was ki l led by a NYPD
officer. Arzuega was a passenger in a car that was stopped by the
police (Human Rights Watch 1 998). So too i n December 1 99 7,
Wi I I i am Whitfield was ki l ied by a NYPD officer at a supermarket
( Rutenberg and Standora 1 99 7) . One of the most horrific cases
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was the brutal k i l l i ng of Amadou Oia l lo in Feb ruary 1 999. Four
NYPD officers, who were looking for a rapi st, fired forty-one
bul lets at Dial lo, who was standi ng outside of his apartment
bui ldi ng. Ni neteen of the bu l lets hit him. He was unarmed and
had no cri mi na l record (Cooper 1 999). A year after Diallo was
ki l led, Patrick Dori smond was a lso shot dead duri ng a scuffle with
undercover NYPD officers. Dori smond was unarmed and had not
committed a crime ( Rashbaum 2000).
Clearly, B lacks are disproportionately overrepresented among
the victi ms of police abuse of power. This reality points to serious
violations of the pri nciples of equality and li berty guaranteed i n
the U nited States Constitution. I n thei r fight agai nst cri me, law
enforcement agents have targeted minorities for stops, searches,
and arrests. In the process, they have vi-olated the dvtf liberties of
i nnocent m i norities. Though one may be tempt-ed to treat some
of these cases as i solated events, it i s i mportant to note that they
are serious violations of the core values of democracy. Fittingfy,
the profi l i ng of traditional minorities, especially Blacks, has been
strongly condemned by civil rights activi sts and recognized by
politica l leaders as a problem that needs to be addressed. The
debate is not whether there is a public i nterest that justifies the
profili ng of m i norittes, but how best to address the dysfunctions
within the law enforcement agencies, and thereby end racial
profi li ng and pofice brutality.

The War on Terror and Racial 'P rofi�ing
lhe 9/1 1 terrorist attack on the U nited States has ralsed
serious questions about national security. U n like previous acts of
terrorism that have been committed aga.i nst the United States, the
9/1 1 attack was carried out by an externa l enemy theilt managed to
i nfiltrate the United States homeland. Furthermore, the scale and
nature of the attack was unprecedented (National Comm�sslon
on Terrorist Attacks U pon the U nited Stat-es 2004) . Despite its
mi l itary strength, the U nited States was seriously challenged i n
its response to the terrorist attack. One of the biggest problems
for the U nited States is the nature of the enemy. As we now
k now, the enemy is an underground organizatio n that employs
u nconventio nal methods of warfare. This has led to a state of jear
with i n the U nited States.
lhe U nited States has taken a twofold response to terrorism.
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Externally, the U nited States i s wagi ng wars i n Afghanistan and
I raq and has committed itself to bui ldi ng democracy i n these
countries. At home, the U n ited States has reorgani zed the federal
government and i ntroduced new laws that i ncrease the powers
of the law enforcement and security agencies. One of the most
controversial aspects of the domestic response is the passage of
the USA Patriot Act 2001 , which drastically i ncreased the powers
of the government to monitor and arrest people it deems a threat
to the U nited State (U nited States 2001 ). The domestic response
has ra ised serious concerns about the erosion of civil liberties
(Armitage 2002). lhe U n ited States Distri ct Court for the Southern
Di stri ct of New York recently ruled that the survei l l ance provi sions
of the Patriot Act violated i ndividual rights Uohn Doe v. Ashcroft
2004). U nlike the case of other Americans, however, the threat of
terrori sm has made Arabs and Musli ms uniquely threatened by
the passage of the Patriot Act (Howell and Sh ryock 2003 ) .
Li ke traditi onal mi norities, Arabs a n d Muslims are now
victi ms of racial profi l i ng. However, whi le the profi l i ng of B lacks
and Hispanics has mostly occurred with i n the context of the
wars on drugs and i l legal i mmigration, the profi l i ng of Arabs and
Muslims is di rectly linked to the War on Terror. Not surprisingly,
the profi l i ng of Arabs and Muslims is primari ly conducted by
federal law enforcement agencies, whi ch are now part of the
Homeland Security Department. The suspicion toward Arabs and
Muslims cou ld be traced back to some of the early hostage crises
as wel l as the hijacki ng and bombi ng of a i rli ners duri ng the 1 970s
and 1 980s, the 1 993 plot to bomb the World Trade Center, and
the recent attacks on U nited States i nterests around the world
(Harris 2002).
The 9/1 1 attack has not only reinforced the suspicion toward
Arabs and Muslims, it has also opened a new approach i n the
profil i ng of Arabs and Muslims. Shortly after the 9/1 1 attack,
the government i ntroduced the National Security Entry-Exit
Registration System (NS EERS) . The system requi red adult males
from twenty-four Arab and Musl i m countries to be i nterviewed,
fingerpri nted, and photographed at U nited States ports of entry
and designated imm igration offices.5 In a clear demonstration
of the abuses associated with the new system, the authorities
arrested hundreds of I ranian and other Muslim men in Los Angeles
who showed up at the registration office in December 2002 . lhis
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d i scri m i natory regi stration system was strongly criti c i zed. The
govern ment h a s now rep laced N S E ERS w ith a b la n ket entry-exit
regi stration system, U S-V ISIT. I n i ti a l l y, U S-V I S IT did not apply to
citi zens of cou ntries covered by the v i sa waiver scheme, mostly
West E uropea ns and japanese . Even though the new system looks
u n b i ased, the fea r is that it m i ght be an i n stru ment for the profi l i ng
of Arabs and M u s l i ms .
Th e secu rity regu l ati ons i ntroduced after the 9/1 1 attack
have led to the mi streatment a n d detenti on of n u merous i n nocent
Arabs and Mus l i ms . l11e cases range from h u m i l i ating treatment
of Arab a n d Mu s l i m passengers at a i rports, to the use of mi nor
i m m igrati o n v i o lati ons as a pretext to deta i n people suspected
of bei ng terrori sts. M a ny others have been accused of havi ng
terrorist l i n k s, but den i ed a free a n d fai r tri a l . In many cases, they
a re h e l d i ncomm u n i cado. The p rofi l i ng of Ara bs and Musl i m s has
been documented by reputab le human ri ghts orga n i zations.6 On
j a n u a ry 1 , 2002, for exa m p l e, a n Arab-Ameri can pa ssenge r on
h i s way to Wash i ngton, D.C., was p u l led out of the j et way by
a i rport po l i ce officers a n d questioned by F B I agents. Th e man had
a l ready passed through a l l the necessary security check poi nts . He
was l ater tol d that the Ameri ca n A i r l i nes pi lot requested the extra
background check because of h i s Arab name ( l b i sh and Steward
2 003 , p 3 0 ) . lh ough the a ctua l n u m ber of people deta i ned i s sti l l
not k now n, it i s recogni zed i n the b rief submitted by the ju sti ce
Dep a rtment i n Center for National Security, et a /.

v.

United States

Departmen t of justice that the gove rn ment has detai ned n u me rous

Arabs a n d Mus l i m s . On November 1 , 2 00 1 , for exa mp le, F B I
agents a rrested a Pa l esti n i a n civi l engi neer i n New York City a n d
h e l d h i m for twenty-two days before h e was re leased on a bond.
The man was a rrested after someone fa l se ly reported that he
had a gu n . The agents l ater di scovered that the m a n 's vis a had
expi red . However, he had a l ready fi led for a n extension of his
v i sa w ith the I m m i gration and N atu ra l i zati on Serv i ces. He was
granted an extension wh i le i n detenti on ( H u m a n Rights Watch
2002, p . 1 2 ) . Even more trou b l i ng was the case of A l i a l Magtqari,
who testi fied before the Senate j u d i ci a ry Committee. Magtqa ri, a
citi zen of Yemen, and h i s w i fe, Ti ffa ny Huges, were detai ned and
m i streated by federa l agents. Th ey were a rrested on September
1 5, 200 1 , nea r the Fort Ca m p bel l, Kentucky, a rmy base. H uges,
who is an American citi zen, was rep o rti ng for duty as a new
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recruit accompanied by her husban d. Whi le i n custody, the
agents accused Magtqari of i nvolvem ent i n terrorism and abusi ng
his wife. He was threatened with deportatio n, m istreated, and
detai ned for nearly two months. He was eventually released after
his wife pai d a $1 0,000 bond (American Immigratio n Layers
Associ ation 2001 ) .
The situation o f Arabs a n d Muslims i n detention si nce the
9/1 1 attack is also troubli ng. In some cases, the conditions u nder
whi ch they are held violate United States and i nternational norms
on the treatment of detai nees. For examp le, as reported by human
rights organizations such as Amnesty International and Human
Rights Watch, the detai nees are sometimes held under unsanitary
conditions and abused by security personnel. The detentions are
further complicated by secrecy and extensive delay i n bri nging
the suspects to tri a l . Many of the detai nees a l so lack adequate
lega l representation (Amnesty I nternati onal 2002). The violations
of fundamental legal norms are most evident i n the government's
attempt to deny Jose Padi lla and the detai nees at Guantanamo
Bay access to U nited States courts. In a clear rejection of the
government's argument, the Supreme Court has upheld the rights
of the detai nees to a free and fair tria l i n U nited States courts
(Rasul v. Bush, 2004).
The profiling of Arabs and Muslims si nce 9/1 1 represents a
serious violation of the pri nciples of li berty and equality enshri ned
in the Constitution. The critical question, however, is whether
the profi l i ng of Arabs and Muslims could be j ustified by the
formidable nati onal security cha l lenge faci ng the country. Wh i le
raci al profi l i ng i s officia l ly condemned, it i s clear that the new
security measures target Arabs and Muslims. The targeti ng of Arabs
and Musli ms poi nts to a disturbi ng element of state-sponsored
raci al profil i ng. The problem i s made worse by the government's
reluctance to grant the detai nees free and fai r tri a ls. The prob lem
with state-sponsored racial profil i ng is that it creates i nstitutional
mechanisms that tacitly violate civi l l i berties and encourage
bi ased law enforcement practi ces. Whi le these i nstitutional
mechanisms might be seen as short-term measures i ntended to
combat terrori sm, they could easi ly evolve i nto covert draconian
rules and practi ces that can be used agai nst mi norities.
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The Fig ht against Racial Profiling
Raci a l p rof i l i ng i s a com p lex p ro b l em that v i o l ates the
p ri nci p les of l i berty and equa l i ty, e n sh ri ned i n the Fou rth a nd
Fou rteenth Amendments of the Constituti o n . lhe v i o l ation of these
pri nc i p les ra i ses concerns a bout Ameri can democracy, espec i a l l y
among mi nority com m u n ities. N u m erou s efforts h ave been made
to combat racia l p rofi l i ng a n d pol i ce b ruta l ity (Walker 2005) . Some
of the m ost nota b l e efforts h ave come from government offici a l s,
the cou rts, a nd civ i c orga n i zations. However, these efforts are
v i rtu a l ly l i m ited to the fight aga i nst the profi l i ng of B lacks before
the 9/1 1 attack . The pre-9/1 1 efforts to combat raci a l profi l i ng
represented significant p u b l i c rejection of the p rofi l i ng of B lacks .
The criti c a l questi o n i s whether these efforts cou ld be revived i n
a post-9/1 1 env i ronment, cha racteri zed by the fea r of terrorism,
to combat the p rofi l i ng of a l l m i noriti es, especi a l ly Arabs a n d
Muslims.
As rac i a l p rofi l i ng a n d pol i ce b ruta lity agai nst B l acks started
to gai n media attention d u ri ng the 1 99 0s, government offici a l s
were forced to face the p rob lem ( Lawrence 2000). Vari ous
i nvestigatio n s h ave been u ndertaken to exa m i ne pol ice abuse of
power. Some of the most nota b l e cases a re those of New York
City a n d Los Angeles . In N ew York City, for example, Mayor
Davi d D i n k i n s a ppoi nted the Mo l len Com m i ss i o n i n J u ly 1 99 2 .
The Com m i ssion w a s g i ven a m a n d ate to i nvestigate the nature
a n d extent of corrupti o n i n the N Y PD. Wh i le the i nvestigation
focused o n corruption, the findi ngs of the com m i ssion revea led
a cu ltu re of b ruta l ity, a b u se of power, and lack of accountabi lity,
which u n de rm i ned the N Y PD's re lations with m i norities. The
comm i ssion recommended a wi de range of i ntern a l reforms a n d
ca l led for t h e esta b l i shment o f a permanent i n dependent body to
oversee the N Y P D ( Mo l len 1 994). New York City a lso tack led the
problem of raci a l profi l i ng a n d police b ruta lity by transform i ng
the CCR B, whi ch had been contro l led by the NYPD. Though the
CCR B was estab l i shed i n 1 9 5 3 , it was not u nti l the early 1 9 9 0s that
it became a mean i ngfu l body to dea l w i th pol i ce abuse of power.
In 1 986, the c i ty passed legis l ation, which a l lowed the i nclusion
of civ i l i a n mem bers in the CCRB. I n 1 9 93, Mayor D i n k i ns a n d
t h e City Cou nci l fin a l ly tra n sformed the CCR B i nto a n a l l-civi l i a n
body. The CCR B was given s u b poena power a n d the authority
to recommend di scip l i nary a ction aga i nst officers . Though these
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were significant efforts i n the fight agai nst racial profiling, they
have fai led to end the problem. Some of the fai lures are evident i n
the huge numbers of police abuse of power cases documented by
the CCRB, the sodomizing of Louima, and the ki l l i ng of Diallo.
In Los Angeles, Mayor Tom B radley established the
Christopher Comm i ssion to examine the prob lem of pol i ce abuse
of power shortly after the King beati ng in 1 99 1 (Christopher
1 991 ). The commission di scovered a disturb i ng trend of racism
(and gender bias) among officers, who often spoke of m i norities
in language that compared them to lower ani m a ls. It found that
a significant number of officers repeatedly violated the written
pol icies and guideline of the LAPD on the use of force. This
problem was attri buted i n part to inadequate supervision and
fai lure to confront po lice abuse of power. The commission was
also disturbed by the way the LAPD handled complai nts against
officers. As it noted, "the complaint system is skewed against
complai nants" (Chri stopher 1 99 1 , p. xix). To address the problem,
the commission recommended several structural changes. In
parti cu lar, it ca lled for the creation of the Office of the Inspector
General within the Pol ice Comm ission, the strengthen i ng of the
Police Commission so that it could provide meanin gful civi l i an
oversight over the pol i ce department, and the i ntroduction of a
li mit of two five-years terms for the Office of Chief of Pol ice. It
also urged Chief Gates, who had served as pol i ce chief for thi rteen
years, to step down. Most i m porta ntly, the commission ca l led for a
sustained recruitment of m i nority officers and the creation of anti
discrimi nation and cultural awareness programs. Five years after
the Christopher Commission, the Los Angeles Pol i ce Commission
asked Merrick Bobb, Mark Epstein, N i colas M i l ler, and Manuel
Abascal to review the implementation of the recommendations
of the Chri stopher Commission. One of the most crucial elements
of the Bobb report was the recruitment of mi nority officers. The
report noted that a lthough progress has been made, "the LAPD
sti II has a way to go before its composition reflects the diversity
either of the City's population or the County's labor pool" (Bobb
1 996, p. 2 1 ). The report also expressed disappoi ntment i n the
i mplementation of the anti-discri m i nation and cu ltura l awareness
programs recommended by the Chri stopher Commission.
In December 1 991 , the Board of Supervi sors of Los Angeles
County commi ssioned Specia l Counci l james Kolts to review the
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"pol iti cs, practices a n d proced ures of the Sheri ff's Department . . .
as they rel ate to the a l l egations of excessive force, the com mun ity
sensiti v i ty of deputies a n d the depa rtment's citi zen com p l a i nt
procedu re" ( Ko lts 1 99 2 , p . 1 ) . lhe Kolts report cal led upon the Los
Ange l es Sheriff's Department to make it clear at every leve l of the
department that it wou ld not to lerate excessive fo rce. It a lso ca l led
for ci v i l i a n oversight i n the citi zen com p l a i nts review process
and citi zen i nvol vement at the stati on leve l . The i nvestigations
clea rly poi nted out that the profi l i ng of B lacks was u nacceptable.
The Ch ri stopher, Bobb, and Kolts reports attri buted the prob lem
of po l i ce a buse of power to the dysfu nctions with i n the po l i ce
departments . However, efforts to rectify the prob lems have been
either s low or i neffective.
At the federa l leve l , Presi dents B i l l C l i nton and George W.
Bush h ave i ssued di rectives to federa l law enforcement agencies
a i med at com bati ng rac i a l p rofi l i ng (White House 1 9 99, 200 1 ) .
However, these di rectives have very l ittle i mpact on the acti vities
of loca l law enforcement agencies . I n Congress, Representative
John Conyers, Senator Fra nk Lautenberg, a n d Senator Russe l l
Fei ngo l d h ave lead efforts to pass a l aw aga i nst raci a l profi l i ng.
Thei r efforts h ave b rought signi ficant nati o n a l attenti on to the
profi l i ng of B l acks . Some of the most nota ble efforts i ncl ude the
attem pts to pass the Traffic Stops Stati sti cs Act of 1 9 9 7/1 999 and
the End Raci a l Profi l i ng Act of 2 0 0 1 /2004 . U nfortu nate l y, none of
these bi l l s passed i n Congress. The fai l u re to pass a law agai nst
raci a l prof i l i ng represents a signi ficant l ack of political wi I I at
the federa l level to take bold acti ons aga i nst raci a l profi l i ng. Thi s
lack o f politica l wi l l i s i n sharp contrast with the enth usiasm that
surrou nded the passage of the Patri ot Act.
In genera l, raci a l profi l i ng cases have not been successfu l i n
the cou rts . H owever, po l i ce bruta l i ty cases often draw attention
to the problem of raci a l profi l i ng. In some cases, j usti ce has been
rea l i zed for B l ack v i cti ms of po l i ce bruta l i ty. The cases that have
received the most p u b l i c attenti on a re the Rodney King beati ng,
the sodom i z i ng of Abner Lou i ma, a n d the shooting of Amadou
D i a l lo . Fou r officers of the LA PD were tried i n fede ra l cou rt for
beati ng Rodney Ki ng. Two of the offices were eventu a l l y fou nd
gui lty of v i o l ating Ki ng's civi I rights a n d sentenced to thi rty months
i n prison ( United States of America

v.

Stacey C. Koon, et a/. 1 9 93 ) .

I n h i s civ i l suit aga i n st the City o f Los Ange les, King was awarded
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$3 .8 m i l lion (Mydans 1 994). In the Louima case, severa l NYPD
officers were charged with aggravated sexual abuse, first degree
assau lt, and cover up. justi n Volpe was sentenced to thi rty years
in prison after pleadi ng gui lty to assau lt and sexual abuse (United
States of America against justin Volpe 1 999). Charles Schwarz
was found gui lty of assau lt, sexual abuse, and cover up. He was
sentenced to sixteen years i n pri son. Thomas Weise and Thomas
Bruder were found gui lty of cover up and sentenced to five years.
In February 2002, however, the Court of Appeals overturned the
convi ctions of Schwarz, Weise, and B ruder. Ronaldo Aleman and
Franci sco Rosario were convi cted for making false statements
and sentenced to two and three years of probation, respectively
(United States of America v. Charles Schwarz, et a l . 2002 and
Feuer 2001 ). Lou i ma also filed a civil lawsu it against the City
of N ew York and the Patrolman's Benevolent Associati on. I n july
of 200 1 , the case was settled for $8.75 m i l lion (Abner Loui ma,
et a l . agai nst City of New York, et a l ., 2 004) . U n l ike the Ki ng
and Louima cases, a l l four pol i ce officers i n the Diallo case were
cleared of the cri m i na l charges against them . The officers were
tried for second degree murder, second degree mans laughter, and
criminally negligent homicide. Notwithstandi ng the disappoi nti ng
verdi ct, the Diallo case led to tremendous outcry agai nst police
brutal ity and racial profi l i ng. The fam i ly of Di a l lo filed a civi l
lawsuit agai nst the City of New York and eventually reached a $3
m i l lion settlement with the city ( Feuer 2004) . Though these cases
were signifi cant development i n the fight against racial profil i ng
and police brutal ity, the courts have not been effective. In many
cases, prosecuti on has been difficu lt, leadi ng to the acqu ittal of
officers. Even when officers are convicted, the higher courts often
overturn the convictions.
Raci al profil i ng and pol i ce brutality against B l acks have
prompted massive street protests from mi nority communities,
civil rights activi sts, and the public at large. To a large degree, the
protests manifest the public frustrations with the i neffectiveness
of the politi cal and j udicial approaches in combating racial
profi l i ng and pol i ce bruta lity. Most of the protests galvanized
around the Rodney Ki ng beating, the sodomi z i ng of Abner Loi ma,
and the murder of Amadou Di a l lo. Shortly after the Ventura
County Superior Court jury acquitted the four officers accused of
beati ng Rodney Ki ng, an upri s i ng erupted i n Los Angeles. African
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Ameri ca n s p rotested what many saw as a raci a l l y bi ased deci s i o n .
Th e u p r i s i n g left 5 2 peop le dead a n d more th a n 2, 000 i nj u red .
N early a bi l l i o n do l l a rs worth of p roperty was a l so dam aged. The
nati o n a l guards and m i l ita ry troops were dep loyed to quel l the
violence, which la sted for th ree days. More than 1 6, 000 people
were a rrested d u ri ng the uprisi ng ( O l i ver 1 9 93 ) .
Wh i le Los Angeles suffered from a n uprisi ng, New York
City has bee n p l agued by bitter demonstrati ons aga i n st raci a l
p rofi l i ng a n d pol i ce b ruta lity. Th e protests bega n shortly after
the sodom i z i ng of Lou i m a . On August 2 7 , 1 9 9 7 , the Ha iti a n
com m u n ity, supported b y a cross-section o f New York City
s d i verse com m u n iti es
and
civi l
rights orga n i z ations,
orga n i zed a h uge demonstrat i o n . TI1e demon strators, esti mated at
7, 000 by the pol i ce a n d 1 5 ,000 by the orga n i zers, marched from
G rand Army Plaza i n B rook l yn to City H a l l i n lower Manhatta n .
They demanded that Mayor Rudy G i u l i a ni take a ction aga i nst
raci a l p rofi l i ng a n d po l i ce b ruta l i ty. In addition, they ca l led for
the strengthen i ng of the CCR B and the endi ng of the

48-hour

ru le, wh i ch gave po l i ce officers accu sed of bruta l ity two days to
prepare before they ta l k to i nvestigators. More tha n a h u ndred
peop l e were a rrested during the demonstrati on ( K i fner 1 9 9 7 ) .
N u merous s m a l ler p rotests were a l so held a round the city a n d at
the 7 0th Preci net Station House.
The demon strati o n s aga i n st

raci a l

profi l i ng and po l i ce

b ruta l ity greatly i ntensi fied a fter the shooti ng of Amadou D i a l lo.
Rev. A I S h a rpton a n d other com m u n ity l ea ders led a series of
ra l l i es deno u n c i ng pol ice abuse of power. One of the bi ggest
demonstrations took p l a ce on Apri l 1 5, 1 9 9 9 . It drew a round
1 0, 000 people of d i verse raci a l and eth n i c ba ckgrou nds. The
demon strators c a l led for federa l monitori ng of po l i ce m i sconduct
and ci v i l i a n oversight of the NY PD. The demonstrators a lso
dema nded the h i ri ng of more m i nority po l i ce officers, the
creation of a perm a n ent spec i a l prosecutor for po l i ce bruta l ity
and corruption, the strengtheni ng of the CCRB, an end to the
use of ha l l ow-poi nt b u l l ets, a n d the p u b l i cati ons of an a n n u a l
report on po l i ce m i sconduct by t h e j usti ce Department (Wi lgoren
Apri l 1 99 9 ) . The dai ly p rotests esca lated after the acquitta l of
the fou r officers who k i l led D i a l lo. Some of the most touch i ng
demonstrations were those orga n i zed by students. On Mach 3 ,
2 000, for ex a m p l e, more than 5 00 students from five high schoo ls
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held a demonstration near Brooklyn Borough H a l l denounci ng
po lice abuse of power and the Dia l lo verdict (Goodnough 2000).
The dai ly demonstrations against police bruta lity i n New York City
a lso included high profile acts of civi l disobedience. More than
1 , 200 demonstrators were arrested for civ i l disobedience duri ng
the first th ree months after the shooting of Dia l lo (Hicks 1 999).
Some of the most prominent people arrested for civi l disobedience
during the protests incl uded Rev. Sharpton, former Mayor Dinki ns,
Representative Charles Rangel, New York State Comptrol ler H.
Carl McCa l l, former Congressman Rev. Floyd F lake, Rev. jesse
jackson, and actors Ossie Davis and Susan Sarandon (Wi lgoren
March 1 999).
The demonstrations were criti ca l forms of civic participation
in the fight agai nst racia l profi li ng, which reminded the United
States of the core va lues of democracy, namely li berty and equality.
The demonstrations brought to l ight the problems of unequa l
treatment of citizens before the law and violations of civi l li berties
associ ated with the profi l i ng of mi norities. Most i mportantly, the
demonstrations sent a clear message that the public does not
accept the profi ling of B lacks. Unfortunately, the demonstrations
against racia l profil i ng subsi ded right after the 9/1 1 attack, even
though the problem of racial profi l i ng is sti l l preva lent.
Conclusion : Racial Profiling and Democratic Values
Raci al profi ling poses two kinds of chal lenges for the U nited
States. The first chal lenge is to end the cu rrent violations of civ i l
liberties and ensure equality before the law for a l l citizens. As we
have seen, there have been vigorous efforts to end raci a l profil i ng
and po l i ce bruta lity aga inst B lacks. However, these efforts have
on ly produced m i n i ma l resu lts. Congress has fai led to pass the
necessary laws to combat racial profil i ng. Furthermore, attempts
to reform pol i ce departments i n New York and Los Angeles have
been slow. In the courts, it has been difficu lt to convict officers
engaged i n pol i ce bruta lity. Despite these shortcomi ngs, there is
a strong rejection of the profi ling of B lacks. The only problem is
findi ng the proper mechanisms to combat the profi l i ng of B lacks.
Wh i le racial profi ling of B lacks has been recognized as a problem
for American society, the profi l i ng of Arabs and Muslims has not
been ful ly acknowledged as a problem. Si nce the 9/1 1 attack,
efforts to end racia l profi l i ng have virtual ly ended. Yet, numerous
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Arabs and M us l i ms h ave been wrongfu l l y detai ned, mi streated,
or den i ed a free an d fa i r tri a l . With the excepti on of the street
p rotests aga i n st the I raq war a n d the works of com m i tted human
rights activi sts, there a re no seri ous effo rts to end the profi l i ng of
Arabs a nd M us l i ms . The seco n d cha l l enge i s to protect the va lues
of l i be rty and equ a l ity from the a nti -democrati c featu res of the
new security regu l ati ons a i m ed at combati ng terrori s m. Wh i le
the regu l ations a re c l ea rl y a i med at protecting the U nited States
from terrorism, the danger i s that any new i nstru ment of prof i l i ng
d i rected toward Arabs a n d Mu s l i m s can become a potenti a l
tool for the v i o l ation o f the ci v i l l i berties of other citizens. Such
v i o l ations cou ld seri o u s l y u nderm i ne the essence of democracy.
As we struggle to end raci a l p rof i l i ng, the goa l sho u l d not be to
substi tute one v i ct i m for a nother, b ut to fight for the val ues of
l i berty a n d equ a l ity, wh i ch p rotect a l l citi zens i n a democrati c
society.

Notes
I am grateful to jacob Fra n k for prov id i ng l i brary assi stance fo r th is

1

paper.
2

Shortly after the S u preme Cou rt gave the deta i nees access to U n ited

States cou rts i n

2004,

the U n ited States govern ment reached an agree

ment with Hamdi to renou nce h i s U n ited States citi zensh i p i n exchange
fo r a safe return to Saudi Arabia, where h i s parents came fro m.
3

Accord i n g to the New York City Department of City P l a n n i ng, in

2 000

8,008,2 78. The racial d i stribution was: White
35 .0%, H i spa n i c Origin 2 7 . 0%, B lack/African American
2 4. 5 %, Asian or Pa c i fic Isla nder Non-H ispa n i c 9.8%,

the city's popu lation was
N o n - H i spa n i c
Non-H ispa n ic
Other
4

3 . 7%.

2000 the
46. 5% H i spa n i c-Lati na, 2 9. 7% White,
9 . 9% As ian, and 3 . 0% other.

Accord i n g to the Los Angeles Department of City Pl a n n i ng i n

popu l atio n of Los Angel es was

1 0.9%

5

B lack/African America,

The cou ntries a re: Afghan istan, Algeria, Bahra i n, Ba ngl adesh, Egypt,

Eritrea, I ndo nesia, I ran, I raq, j ordan, Kuwa it, Libya, Leba non, Mo rocco,
Oman, Pa kista n, Qatar, Somal ia, Saudi Arabia, Sudan, Syria, Tu n is i a,
the U n ited Arab E m irates, and Yemen . North Korea was a l so i ncl uded
in the l i st.
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6 For a deta iled description of cases of mistreatment of Arabs a nd Mus
l ims see: lbish and Steward 2 003, H u man R ights Watch August 2 002,
and Amnesty International 2 002 .
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R ESISTANC E AND R EINVENTION OF THE
S U BJ ECT IN J ACKIE K AY'S T RUMP ET
A. Lamia G U I�ur

Bogazi�i University
In her work Methodology of the Oppressed, Chel a
Sandoval c l ai ms that although i nequities i n material sou rces and
subordination by race, class, nation, gender and sex continue
to operate under the p rotection of law and order, a new k i nd
of psychic penetration that respec1s no previous boundaries is
evolving.
She argues that "Mutation i n cu lture, today, makes
new forms of identi ty, eth i cs, citizenship, aesthetics and resi stance
accessible" (36. 7).
In short, the contemporary schizophrenia of cu ltu ral
globa l i zation opens up a l iberati ng mode of consciousness for
the scapegoated, margina l i zed, ensl aved, and colonized of
every comm unity. TI1ese groups have taken this schizophrenia
as an opportunity for re-cognition, as turning poi nts in thei r l i fe
hi story. They have di scovered that freedom and tri umph have
been forbidden to them and have tu rned toward something else
to be, developing modes of perceiving, making sense of, and
acting upon rea l i ty al l of whi ch are the basis of effective forms of
oppositional consci ousness in today's world.
Influenced by a newspaper article upon the death of j azz
pianist Bi l ly lipton, a white woman who l i ved her l i fe as a man,
Kay constructs joss Moody, a black Scotti sh trumpeter who lived
his l i fe as a man and was discovered to be anatomica l ly female
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after he died. Trumpet is about the life and death of joss Moody
or Josephi ne Moore as told by the various peop le who have
come i nto contact with him. The novel is set i n the aftermath of
Joss's death . The only character who knows or has known about
his being a woman is Mi l li e, his gri evi ng wi dow, who is white.
joss's story is told from her poi nt of view and thei r adopted son

Col man's, who didn't know the true nature of his father's sex.
Other ordinary people too add to the music, some of them have
known joss, wh i le others have been exposed to his woman's body
but not to his personal ity. Kay herself says the novel is a l l about
the effect that his secret h as on the ordi nary lives of the va rious
characters: the registrar, the drummer who worked with Joss, the
cleaner, the tabloid journ a l i st who plans to make mi l l ions on the
story of his life, h i s gi rlhood friend who loved h i m when he was
a l ittle gi rl. She claims that she wanted her novel to resemble

j azz music where a l l the notes blend i nto one another. Through
this blendi ng, she traces the affirmati ons and constructi ons of
selfhood i n order to parody and expose the disconti n uities of
dom i nant myths of n ation and sex/gender systems with i n a series
of dislocated fami lial, sexual and racial identities. Kay carefu l l y
maps out the racial context of the B ritish black, although she
claims that race is not the pivotal poi nt of the nove l .
When musing over about her wedding, M i l l i e reca l l s that her
family al most di dn't come. She remi n isces:
I didn't want to bel i eve it of them. I di dn't want to be
l i eve my own mother could be prej udiced in that way.
When I told her I was marrying Joss, she sai d she had
noth i ng agai nst them, but she didn't want her own
daughter. People should keep to the i r own, she sai d. It
wasn't prej udice, it was common sense, she sai d . Then
she said the word, 'Darky,' I don't want you ma rryi ng a
' Darky' (2 7).
Colman, the adopted son, also has memories. One of them
is what his parents have told h i m that the agency from whi ch he
was adopted was extremely pleased given his color.
He states:
London was seeth i ng racist.

I don't remember much

about Glasgow. . . . My father kept tel l ing me I was Scot
tish. Born there. B ut I didn't feel Scotti sh.

Di dn't feel

Engl i sh either. Didn't feel anythi ng. My heart i s a fuck-
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i ng stone (5 1 ) .
One of h i s ear l i est memori es i s an i nci dent that took place
on a bus when a b lack man got on and a passenger cal l ed h i m an
ape. When his mother got a ngry :
[The man said] 'No wonder' or somethi ng. And the
b lack man who had been ca l led an ape . . . . was j ust sitti ng with his eyes low, l ook i ng at the bus floor (549).
Col m a n is, in fact, qu ite often rem i n ded of his color. He says
of h i mself that he a lways got l ost. Got hi mself i nto fights with
[when he was travel i ng] the rai l man, the other customer.
It i s not easy to travel i n this cou ntry. B lack guys l i k e
h i m . People a lways thi n k they are goi ng t o b e wrong or
they've done somethi ng wrong or they're lyi ng, or about
to l i e, stea l i ng or about the stea l . It's no fucki ng joke
j ust try i ng to get a bout the p lace with people thi n k i ng
bad thi ngs a bout you a l l the time. H e knows that they
thi nk these thi ngs . . . . They a re wary of h i m, scared of
him, u ptight ( 1 89).
The scene, in short, i s the post i mperi a l B ri ti sh site of hybridity,
tra nscu ltu ration a n d or m u lticu lturati on. And Kay draws a l l these
together to u ncover, represent and critique the cu ltura l differences,
the differences of ethn i city, race, belongi ng, cu ltura l memory,
gender, sexua l i dentity, c lass and location whi ch are central to her
cou ntry. She deli neates a set of critica l poi nts with i n which the
i ndivi dua l seeki ng to tra nsform domi na nt and oppressi ve power
can constitute hi mself as a resistant and oppositional subj ect.
Sandova l claims that "These poi nts a re orientations dep l oyed
by those subord i n ated classes who seek subjective forms of
resistan ce other tha n those determ i ned by the soci a l order itsel f.
l11ese ori entations can be thought of as repositories with i n whi ch
subjugated citizens can either occupy or throw off subj ectivities
i n a process that at once enacts and decoloni zes thei r va rious
re lations to the i r rea l condi tions of existence" (53 ). The success of
the i ndividua l i n thi s aspect of resi sta nce rests on his deve lopi ng
surviva l sk i l ls into technologies for reorgani z i ng h i mself and his
col lective dreams for empowerment i nto i mages tu rned fact.
joss's re-cogniti on is a l l-embraci ng; he seems to bel ieve that
the i magi nary construction of i de ntity i s true of race and nati ona l ity
as wel l as of gen der and sexua l i ty. He claims to be B lack and
Scots s i n ce nationa l ity i s neither essenti a l nor empi rica l; it i s as
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Benedi ct Anderson puts it, an "i magi ned community." When
Colman asks him about roots and li neage, he remembers joss
tel l i ng him that they were related and that it was the same for the
band:
He felt that way too about the guys in his bands, that
they were a l l part of some big fam i ly. Some were white
some black . . . . He said you make up your own blood
li ne, Colman. Make it up and trace it back. Design your
own fami ly tree - what's the matter with you ? Haven't
you got i magi nation? (59).
And then he presents Colman with different stories of his
father, that he was an American and came to Scotland because of
segregation, that he was Caribbean, that he just came off a ship
from Africa. He says:
Any of these stories m i ght be true, Co lman . . . . . Whi ch
one? I said. Whi ch one is true? Doesn't matter damn,
he said. You pick. You pick the one you l i ke best and
that one is true (59).
joss's strategies of subversion reflect the defiant demand
of the coloni zed to recognize cu lture as artifact, an i nterested
construction reflecti ng va lues of soci al constituencies rather
than producti ons of nature and God. He i s the product of the
oppositiona l forms of consciousness and behavior that emphasize
the transience of reality itself. His body is marked with the stam p
of Afri ca and yet that too is a fantasy. Moody's earliest hit song i s
cal led "Fantasy Africa", and the title captures one o f the essenti al
messages of the book:
"Every black person has a fantasy Afri ca,' he'd say.
"B lack British peop le, Black Ameri cans, B lack Caribbe
ans, they a l l have a fantasy Africa, its all in the head"
(3 4).
And even Co lman admits that he has no pl ace in Africa:
It feels fa lse to him, mates that get dressed up in Afri can
gear, wa nk on about bei ng Afri can with a fucki ng cock
ney accent, man. Back to Afri ca i s just as unreal as far
as Colman i s concerned. He's never been ·to Africa, so
how can he go back? ( 1 9 1 ) .
However, he does real i ze the need for rei nventi on o f i dentity
with i n the unbending context of h i s society. He observes:
What is thi s thi ng with hai r? . . . White guys aren't i n1 04
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terested i n the i r ha i r as far as he ca n see .

B l ack guys

keep rei nventi ng themse l ves th rough h a i rsty les . . . . His
father l i ked goi ng to a ba rbe r that was good at cutti ng
b l a ck hai r . . . They 'd get done togeth er.

An i n i ti ation

ceremony ( 1 83 ) .
B ut j oss rei n vents h i mse l f with i n the para meters of gender
as we l l si nce no one questi ons whether either j oss or Co l m a n i s
b l a ck or Scotti sh o r demands certa i nty as to what they a re, yet
th i s i s preci se l y what i s dema nded i n terms of joss's sexed body.
H owever, as J udith B utler c l a i m s : " . . . there i s no ge nder i dentity
beh i n d the expressions of gender; th at i dentity is perform atively
consti tuted by the very "ex pressi ons" that a re sai d to be its resu lt"

(25).

I n other words, the truth of ge nder i s produced through

the regu l atory pra cti ces that ge nerate coherent i dentiti es th rough
the matri x of coherent gender norms wh i ch req u i re that certa i n
ki nds of i dentities where ge nder does not fol l ow from sex can not
exist . " Fo l low" c l a i m s j u d ith Butler " i n th i s context i s a politi ca l
re lati on of entai l ment i n stituted by the cu ltura l l aws that esta b l i s h
a n d regu l ate the shape a n d mean i ng of sex ua l ity" ( 1 7 ) . joss uses
the oppositiona l strategies of the oppressed to res i st th i s domi nant
i deology or myth .

H e recogni zes that the soci a l mea n i ng and

i deol ogy a re form a n d not content.

Signi fication ex ists on ly i n

re l ation to a n other, oppos i ng signi fi cati on - a s i n the case of the
co loni zed and the co l o n i zer who is signi fied th rough the negati on
of its other - gender ro les a re a l l esta b l i s hed th rough th ei r di fference
i n the b i n a ry oppositions, though as l riga ray a ptly suggests both
"the su bject a n d the other a re mascu l i n e m a i n stays of a closed
pha l logocentri c sign i fy i ng economy that ach ieves its tota l i z i ng
goa l through the exc l u s i o n of the fem i n i n e a ltogeth er" ( B utler 9).
I n s u ch a context the agents of resi sta nce are aga i n created by
th i s signify i ng-th rough -negati on economy. Bha bha stresses the
creation of "hybri d s." He posits that "the production of mean i ng
req u i res these two p l a ces be mobi l i zed i n the passage th rough a
th i rd sp ace" (208) . Po i nti ng to the fact that i n th is thi rd space " . . .
the mea n i n g and symbo ls of cu lture have no pri mordi a l u n i ty and
fixity; that even the same signs can be a ppropri ated, tra n s l ated,
re-hi stori ci zed a n d read anew" ( i b i d . ), he foresees the possi bi l ity
of enu nci ation in th i s th i rd space.

Joss Moody's resista nce as a

perfect l y conscious "hybri d " or "m utati on" constitutes the very
p roof that signs of ge nder ca n be "read anew " .
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joss Moody as a "hybrid" instead of a woman who chose to be
a man is more appropriate. I argue that he is i n the thi rd space,
nor woman nor man anymore. He lives and dies as a mutation.
lhis is the rea lm of what is "undefined", what is impossi ble to
appropri ate because it escapes a l l definitions of sexuality and
gender. joss is neither a man nor a woman; neither a homosexua l
nor a bisexua l. He/she includes all these defin itions and frees
himse lf/herself from a l l of them as we see i n the course of the
novel.
To the registrar Mi l l ie looks just like any other widow:
She had the wi dow's sad ski n . . . . A widow who had
come to get the piece of paper that wou ld tel l her, be
cause she sti II didn't beli eve it, that her husband had
real ly died. . . . He asked the woman if joss Moody ever
formally changed her name to joss Moody. lhe woman
told him she didn't th i n k so. In other words, Mr. Sharif
concluded, one day joseph i ne Moore just plucked the
name joss Moody out of the sky and cal led hi mself thi s
name a n d encou raged others to d o li kewise. . . . lhe
woman nodded, smi li ng shyly, proud of her spouse's
achievement. . . . . He di pped h i s marb led fountai n pen
i n the black Indian i nk and wrote the name joss Moody
on the death certificate (80-8 1 ).
Mi ll ie's reaction, when she first met joss, was very much the
same. She remembers asking him whether joss Moody was his
real name si nce it sounds l i ke a name that someone would make
up in antici pation of bei ng famous: "He laughs at that and tel ls
me he i s goi ng to be famous. I laugh too, nervously. I know he
i s goi ng to be famous also" ( 1 3 9) . And he does become famous
- this tall, handsome black musician.
joss's life as a man i s i rreproachab le. judith Butler claims
that: "Gender i s the repeated styli zation of the body, a set of
repeated acts with i n a high ly rigid regulatory frame that congeal
over time to produce the appearance of substance, of a natural
sort of bei ng" (3 3 ) . joss subverts the rigid frame by fol lowi ng
the very acts that create the appearance of what Butler cal l s a
"naturalisti c necessity" (3 3 ) . The su bstantive effect of gender i s
performatively produced. His anatomy i nterferes i n the site a t the
very begi nni ng of his relationship with Mi l lie - when he has to
expose his body to her. Otherwise he i s a loving husband and
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father. Mi l l i e says:
My husband died . I am now a wi dow. . . . My husband died,
I am now a wi dow . . . . Why can't they u ndersta nd how ordi nary
that is ? . . . I managed to love my husband from the moment 1
cla pped eyes on h i m ti l l the moment he died . . . . I managed to be
faithfu l , never to be i nterested i n a nother man. I ma naged to be
loyal , to keep our private life where it belonged . . . . I k now I l oved
bei ng the wife of joss Moody (205-206).
And the reactions of those who have to deal with joss's body
a re much the same. Dr. Kri shnamurty who comes to give the
death certificate for the man and discovers he has breasts thinks
on her way home that they l ooked stra nge, preserved, that they
weren't rea l b reasts at a l l . "At least not women's breasts" (43 ).
Holdi ng, the funera l di rector, has a simi lar reaction when he
undresses the body and can not find a penis.
The whol e absence made A lbert Holdi ng feel terri b l y
anxious, a s if he h a d done someth i ng wrong. A s if he
was not doi ng his job properly. He had never had a
man turn i nto a woman before his very eyes. He felt it
to be one of those defi n i ng moments in his life that he
wou l d be compel led to retu rn to aga i n and aga i n . . . . to
day, he had a wom an who persuaded h i m, even dead,
that he was a man, once he had his clothes on ( 1 09 ,
1 1 1 , 1 1 6).
Colman's fu ry too subsi des when he sees his father dressed
i n a su ite once more. " He looked a l l right i n that blue su ite. He
looked nom1 a l aga i n . Dead; but norma l . Better" ( 72).
ll1ese reactions va l i date or, actual ly, go beyond Sandova l's
claims of mutation i n culture openi ng up new possi bi li ties
regardi ng identity. ll1e doctor, the fu nera l di rector and Colman
a l l consent to accept joss as a man i n spite of his woman's body.
It is not only a matter now of how joss perceived himse lf but how
others, besides Mi I l i e, decide to perceive his gender.
The outs ide wo rld ca l l s it " Living a Lie" (95). But Mi l l ie feels
that she was living a life. " Hi ndsight is a l i e" (95), she claims,
a nd, th is is the reason she has never tol d Colman, si nce there
was noth i ng to te l l . josephi ne Moore is the thi rd person for joss
Moody. Someone else he ta l ked about i n the thi rd person and
whom he wa nted left a lone. joss has not l ived a l ie, but rather
he has l i ved i n disgu ise, a " real disgu ise", as Fanon ca l l s it, that
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enables survival.
The only reality for Joss Moody seems to be what he has
created of himself and the freedom of his music. Jazz, the m usic
of improvisation and rei nvention , is the language of what joss
feels to be reality. Colman rememb ers:
Musi c was the way of keeping the past a l ive, his father
sai d. There's more future in the past than there is i n
the futu re . . . . B lack people and music; what wou ld the
world be without black people and music. Slave songs,
work songs, gospel, blues, ragti me, jazz . . . . All b lues a re
stories. Our stories, h i s father said, our hi story. You
can't understand the history of slavery, without knowi ng
about the slave songs ( 1 9 1 ).
Musi c, for Joss, i s the "abyss" that Barthes fonnulates. The
zero-degree that Derrida designates as differance, "the bottom less
chessboard where being is set" i nto play ( 1 54). Differance sol icits
the structu re of every kind of human order. Its ascent ruptures
older meani ngs and discloses i n its activity new openi ngs for
interpreti ng and bei ng. There i s pai n i nvolved i n the crossing
to this no-place/utopia mai nta i ns Barthes. It is whatever is not
expressible through words but accessed through poetic modes of
expression such as music. It is a painfu l crossi ng to a chiasmus
where new ki nds of powers a re evoked as the body dissol ves.
Barthes warns that this fal l i ng, flowi ng and melti ng, the subjectivity
in thi s abyss also undergoes a sincere fonn of "bliss", that violent
pleasure which shatters cu ltural identity or ego. It is an arrival
at a utopi an no-place where everythi ng is possi b le - but only i n
exchange for the pai n o f the crossing ( 1 0 ) . I t i s the differential
consciousness i n Sandova l's words "any system of signification
which penn its breaking through whatever controls, crossi ng over
to another world" ( 1 3 9-1 40).
This abyss, differance, or differenti al consciousness, is what
Joss finds i n his world of music:
When he gets down, and he doesn't always get down
deep enough, he loses his sex, his race, h i s memory. He
strips hi mself bare, takes everythi ng off, ti l l he's barely
human . . . . Getti ng there is painfu l . He has to get to the
centre of a whi rlwi nd, screwba ll ing in musical circles
ti ll he is very nearly out of his m i nd . . . . he sometimes
fears he' l l never return sane. . . He goes down, swi rli ng
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and wh i r l i ng ti l l he's ri ght clow n at the very pi npoi nt of
hi mself. . . . He cou l d be the migrant. ll1e di spossessed.
He can't stop hi mself cha ngi ng. Ru n n i ng ch anges. He
unwra ps hi mself with his trum pet . Down at the bot
tom, face to face with the fact that he is nobody. . . . Play
i ng the horn is not about bei ng somebody com i ng from
somethi ng. It is a bout bei ng nobody com i ng from noth
i ng. The horn ruth l ess ly stri ps h i m bare ti l l he ends up
with no body, no past, noth i ng ( 1 3 1 - 1 3 5) .
Th i s i s the rea l ity of joss's existence. Colman observes :
He looked rea l enough p l ayi ng that horn i n those smoky
cl ubs; he looked rea l and unreal l i ke a fantasy of h i m
self. A l l j azz men are fantasi es of themselves, rei nvent
i ng the Cou nts and Dukes and Armstrongs, i m itati ng
them ( 1 90)
Even when we hear the voi ce of the dead; a l etter from joss
fai l s to fix the truth . joss writes :
Someone pai nted a pictu re of my father wh i ch I've left
for you . . . . The p i cture is cal led Mumbo jumbo. . . He's
not given a name. Even the name he was given, john
Moore, was not his origi nal name. l11at's the th i ng with
us: we keep changing names. We've a l l got that i n com
mon (276).
Kay del i berately chooses not to disclose the i niti a l i mpu lse that
led j oseph i ne Moody to recreate hi mse lf as a bl ack Scots "man " .
B ut w e have, a s readers, to recogn i ze the resistance inherent
in this k i nd of hybri dity. As B utler says: " I nasm uch as 'identity'
is assured th rough the stabi l i zi ng concepts of sex, gender, and
sexuality, the very noti on of "the person" is cal l ed i nto question by
the emergen ce of those "incoherent" or di sconti nuous" genclered
bei ngs who appear to be persons but who fai I to conform to
the gendered norms of cu ltu ra l i ntel ligi b i l ity by which persons
are defi ned" ( 1 7). As a resu lt, the i m portant voi ces here fina l ly
emphas ize that i dentity is not what we are born with but what we
decide to make it - a man i festati on of our desires.
To conc lude, resisting essenti a l i st stances to identity
formati on, Kay's Trumpet adopts the anti -essenti al ist discourse
and carri es it to extremes. Loaded with post-modern and post
co lon i a l references to fragmentation, rei nvention, open text,
difference, and hy bridity and, to a certain extent, mimicry, the
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novel delves i nto the depths of the "idea of the oppressed" where
a great sou rce of empowerment is di scovered.

References
Barthes, Roland. 1 9 77. Image/Music/Text. Tra ns. Stephen Heath. New
York: Hill and Wang.
Bhabha, Homi K. 1 985 . "Signs Taken for Wonders." The Post-Colonial
Eels. B i l l Ashcroft, Gareth Griffiths, Helen liffin. Lon
don: Routl edge.

Studies Reader.

Butler, Judith. 1 990. Gender Trouble: Feminism and the Subversion of
Identity. New York: Routledge.

Derrida, Jacques. 1 97 3 . " Differance," i n Speech and Phenomena and
Other Essays on Husser/'s Theory of Signs. Eva nston: Northwestern U n i

vers ity Press.
Kay, Jackie. 1 998. Trumpet. London: Picador.
Sa ndoval, Chela. 2000. Methodology of the Oppressed. M i nnesota :
U niversity of M i n nesota Press.

110

Reviews

Jeff Karem. The Romance of Authenticity: The
Cultural Politics of Regional and Ethnic Literatures.

(Charlottesville, VA : University of Virginia Press,
2004.) 247 pp., $55 cloth, $1 8.50 paper.
Reviewed by: Helen Lock
University of Louisiana at Monroe

The "romance of authenticity" to whi ch the title of jeff Karem's
timely new study refers is the rom ance between the American
readi ng pub l i c and the regi onal or eth n i c writer who is vi ewed as
providing a n "authenti c" cu ltura l v iewpoi nt, often to the extent of
becomi ng regarded as the premier representative of that cu lture.
Karem's a rgument, however, i s that too much "symbol i c weight"
(205) is often attached to the work of writers sei zed upon as
" representative." l11ey a re asked to bear the bu rden of p rovidi ng
a vicari ous and defi niti ve i m mersion i n a parti cular cu ltu re, a n d
therefore thei r work is j u dged mostly i n a nth ropologica l terms,
with regard to the authenti city of the experi ence del i neated.
"Mai nstream" writers, howeve r, are eva luated by much broader
sta ndards: they a re freer to explore different genres, for example,
without ri sking a ccusations that their cu lture is not being accurately
represented. " [M] uch criti cism i nvested in authenti city and
representation," says Karem, "has reduced margi n a l authors to
mere i nforma nts" (209). Worse, i n the academic arena the work
of such authors (whose ca nonicity i s often largely determi ned by
publi shers) is often used as a means of confronti ng ethnic i ssues
purely symbo l i ca l ly i n the c lassroom, precludi ng any rea l action
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beyond it.
Karem develops thi s thesis through examination of the
publication and reception hi story of the works of five American
writers, together with their own evolvi ng responses to the way
they were perceived by critics and the readi ng public. This
aspect of the book is especially va luable, conta i n i ng as it does
much origi nal research i nto the publish i ng h i story of the works
under discussion, and their contemporaneous reviews. Perhaps
surprisi ngly, the fi rst "margi nal" author considered is Wi l liam
Faulkner, but Karem remi nds us that early in his career Fau lkner
was vi ewed largely as a regionalist, a representative Southerner,
who took many years to achieve h i s eventual stature as a major
Moderni st experi menta list and mai nstream American author.
Karem then goes on to di scuss Richard Wright's tussles with the
Book of the Month Club, and his wani ng "authenticity" once he
moved to France; the prob lems encountered by Ernest Gai nes
i n meeti ng expectations for an Afri ca n Ameri can writer; Leslie
Marmon Si lko's resistance to and later embraci ng of the role of
shaman; and, perhaps most i nteresti ngly, Ronaldo H i nojosa, who
as Karem explai ns is almost devoid of recepti on history thanks to
h i s resistance to "orthodox mythologies" ( 1 5 7).
In the discussion of each author's work, Karem's focus i s the
aspect that has been obscured by the "authenticity" question,
and his analysis is thoughtful and frequently i l lumi nati ng,
although one might questi on his reason for i ncludi ng two African
American authors (admittedly of different generations) when other
groups could have been i ncluded. The book concludes with the
suggestion that literary studies explore the i ntersections between
traditions and cu ltures, rather than confi n i ng authors with i n the
"old categories of cultu ral nationalist representati on" (2 1 0) . Th i s
more fruitfu l approach i s already bei ng explored b y a number of
critics (Paul G i l roy, for example); what Karem's book does very
effectively i s to outli ne the causes and extent of the problems
remedied by such an approach .
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Patricia Klind ienst. The Earth Knows My Name:
Food, Culture and Sustainability in the Gardens of
Ethnic America . (Bosto n : Beacon Press, 2006). xxviii,

304 pp. $26.95 cloth.
Reviewed by Harriet Joseph Ottenhei mer
Kansas State U niversity

Perhaps one of the most fasci nati ng parts of thi s book i s its
pro logue, where K l i ndi enst di scusses her own fami ly's rej ecti on of
its ethnic Ita l i a n heritage . Frightened by the anti-Ita l i a n senti ment
surrou nding the execution of N i colo Sacco and Barto lomeo
Va nzetti i n the mid-1 92 0s, Kli ndi enst's fam i ly cha nged thei r
name to someth i ng less Ita l i a n-sou ndi ng (she doesn't say what)
and rai sed thei r ch i ldren as assi m i l ated Ameri cans. Only many
yea rs later, at a fam i l y reu nion, did Kli ndienst l earn of her own
eth n i c origi ns. Fasci nated, she began research i ng not only her
own fam i ly's h i story but a l so that of Ita l i a n Ameri cans i n genera l .
I n the process she di scovered the letters that Sacco and Van zetti
had written wh i l e i n pri son, awaiti ng thei r executi on. Vanzetti's
letters, i n parti cular, tou ched K l i ndienst. Vanzetti wrote lyri ca l l y
of his fathe r's garden i n Ita l y : how he m i ssed it and how thi nk i ng
of it brought h i m some measu re of peace. lhese letters, accordi ng
to K l i ndienst, and the senti ments expressed i n them, led to her
i nterest i n resea rch i ng the gardens of other eth nic Americans and
set her off on a series of i ntervi ews with gardeners from a va ri ety
of eth n i c backgrou nds i n the U nited States to see what gardeni ng
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means to them .
Klindienst tel ls us that she told her stories about Vanzetti 's
garden and her fam i ly's assi mi lation to a l l of the eth nic gardeners
that she vis ited. She tel ls us that these stories provided her subj ects
with an explanation of why she was i nterested i n their gardens
and thei r stories. And she leads us to be lieve that the gardens and
stories we are about to read wi l l provide us with va luable i nsights
i nto the relati onshi ps between ethni city and gardeni ng, between
cu ltura l i dentity and the l and. Regrettably, however, each i nterview
qu i ckly develops i nto a set of pol itical pronouncements on the
evi l s of i ndustri al farm i ng or the i mportance of livi ng organica l ly
on the land. I n the end we learn more about Kli ndienst's persona l
phi losophy of how we should a l l relate to the land than about
eth nicity, gardeni ng, or the relati onshi ps between eth nicity and
gardeni ng.
The first chapter, for examp le, opens with a portrait of Clayton
Brascoupe, a Mohawk Indian l ivi ng i n Tesuque Pueb lo. I nfusi ng
local practices with his own Iroquois garden i ng knowledge
Brascoupe a lso

draws

from Japanese

no-ti l l

concepts

and

Australian permacu lture i deas to recreate traditional corn-growing
in the area. A member of the Traditional N ative American Fa rm i ng
Association, he parti ci pates i n workshops and seed exchanges.
The emphasis here is on adaptabi l ity and sustai nabi lity.

The

chapter then moves on to present the Fresquez fam i l y, a Flemish
Hispa n i c mix whose ancestors have been i n New Mexico from
the seventeenth century onward. The Fresquezes-father David,
mother Loretta,

and daughter jennifer-grow vegetables fo r

sale i n the Sa nta Fe market.

"We do n't grow traditional food"

(p. 24) they te l l us, but they sti l l prepare traditional dishes.

As

Kli ndi enst explai ns, "Sprouted b l ue corn puddi ng, ritually pure
food, is someth ing Loretta can claim, and pass o n . It is u ntai nted
by shame" (p. 25). We are left on our own to guess at what kind
of shame K l i ndienst is referri ng to here.
Chapter two i ntroduces us to two different G u l l ah gardeners
on the is land of St. Helena, South Caro l i na: Ra l ph Mi ddleton has
reintroduced i ndigo to the isl and and Otis Dai se keeps a ten-acre
market garden from wh i ch he se l ls produce at a loca l farmer's
market. Kli ndienst uses this chapter to exp lore the role of Afri can
slaves in i ndigo growing during colonial ti mes as wel l as to explore
some Afri can American hi story. She does a good job of presenti ng
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th i s background materi a l .

Regretta b l y, however, i n try i ng to

give "co lor" to her cha racters, she succumbs to the tem ptati on
of p resenti ng thei r speech i n d i a l ect.

" I ra i se five k i ds on th i s

land" (p. 4 7 ) and " I w i s h you come l a st week" ( p . 50) a re j u st two
exa m p l es of th i s offensive practice. Her exp l a n ati on-that G u l l ah
is a ri ch ora l traditi on and that her speak ers' Sta ndard Eng l i sh
reflects G u l lah grammar-do not reassure me .

Other cha pters

have i nd i v i d u a l s whose fi rst l a nguages a re not Eng l i sh yet those
i ndivi d u a l s a re represented as spea k i ng flaw less Sta ndard Engl i s h .
Why the di screpancy? Why rei nforce some stereotypes and not
others ? K l i ndie nst does not address th i s i ssue. lhe ch a pter ends
with a rant agai nst commerci a l growers who a re tak i ng over (and
poisoni ng) the l a nd and leav i ng l ess and less room for tradition a l
growers.
Chapter three i ntroduces us to Gerard Bentryn, a Po l i sh
Ameri ca n ga rdener i n B a i n b ridge Washi ngton, Akio Suyematsu,
the J apa nese Ameri ca n ( N i se i ) berry fa rmer from whom Bentryn
l eases h i s l a nd, and Betsey Witti ck, the young wom a n (eth n i city
not i ndi cated) who has bought two and a h a l f acres of l a nd from
Su yematsu.

These three i n divi dua l s, a long with Bentryn's w i fe

Jo Ann, have esta b l i shed a com p l ex symbioti c re lation sh i p i n
whi ch S u yematsu grows berries, B entry n a n d h i s w i fe mai nta i n a n
orga n i c wi nery a n d ma rket ga rden, a n d Witti ck gardens with dra ft
horses and helps out at the w i nery.

It's a fasci nati ng i nterp l ay

of perso n a l i ti es and we do learn a l i ttle bit about the p l i ght of
J a panese Ameri ca n s who were forced to give up the i r land duri ng
World Wa r I I , but aga i n, the p ri m a ry theme of the cha pter ends u p
bei ng the struggle o f a l l o f these fo l k s t o m a i ntai n orga n i c fa rms
i n the face of an onsla ught of i ncreased taxati on and com mercia l
i nterests.

By the end of the cha pter it i s c l ear that Bentry n wi l l

have to tu rn h i s wi nery i nto a museum and se l l most of h i s l a nd i n
order to make ends meet.
The rest of the cha pters are si mi l a r in tone. Khmer s u rvivors of
the Po l Pot reg i m e find peace i n com m u n i ty ga rdens i n Amherst,
Massachusetts . Ita l i a n ga rdeners l i vi ng i n Ca l i forn i a and i n N ew
England remember the i r ch i l dhood l i ves i n Ita l y wh i l e they
mai nta i n gardens i n the U n ited States . A wea lthy Pu nj a bi woman,
fo rbi dden from digg i ng in the d i rt in I n dia, flaunts trad ition i n
Ca l i forn i a and c reates a l u s h ga rden i n her backyard, comb i n i ng
loca l p l a nts wi th p l ants from I nd i a . You ng Puerto R i cans i n
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South Holyoke, Massachusetts, learn respect for the land and for
themselves as they learn to plant and grow their own food i n
community gardens. The final chapter i s reserved for a Ya nkee
farmer in Stoni ngton, Connecticut, who has discovered a way to
grow fli nt corn and to return the seeds to Native American groups
who wou ld l ike to have them. He too, like so many others in
the book, is faced with losing his house and land to government
taxation. Instead of ta lking about the im portance of seed corn to
the mai ntenance or recapturi ng of ethnic traditions and identity
however, Klindienst prefers to focus on th is farmer's contribution
to "restorative j u stice" (p. 240) . It is "Garden Democracy" that
she is i nterested in, and not ethnic identity, as she remi nds us yet
again of Vanzetti 's garden "which kept alive i n h i m the memory of
a place where he belonged as a citizen of a world that transcended
any mere nation" (p. 242). It is not clear how this globa l identity
relates to the ethnic identity that Kli ndienst has promised to tell us
about. My copy of the book, a prepublication uncorrected page
proof, had "Ethnic Americans" at the end of the subtitle. The shift
to "Ethnic America" i n the publi shed version (see Amazon.com)
reflects Kl i ndienst's overwhelmi ng focus on com monal ity, rather
than on the more specific aspects of ethnicity in the different
i ndividua ls portrayed. Although it had some fasci nating secti ons,
overall this book was a disappoi ntment.
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John Lie. Multiethnic Japan . (Cambridge and
London : Harvard, 2001 ) xiii, 248pp., $43.00 paper.
Reviewed by John B. Richards
Southern Oregon Un iversity
In prepari ng Multiethnic Japan, sociologist John Lie set out to
describe the l ives of the new Asian workers i n Japan, but ended up
demonstrati ng that Japan has long been and remai ns very m uch a
mu ltieth nic country.
Lie's case study i s extraordinari ly wel l documented. In it he
describes how the Ai nu, Burakumin, Oki nawans, Koreans and
Chi nese came to be i nvisi ble ethnicities in Japan, and how the
accelerated arrival of foreign workers in the 1 980s re-opened the
contemporary discourse on Japanese identity. He describes the
"raci a l ization" of the contemporary Asian foreign workers and
their confinement to di rty, difficu lt and dangerous jobs. He tel ls
of the of once-si lent mi norities emerging from discrimi nation
i n employment, residence and marital choi ce, and the i nternal
angst of bei ng unable to claim essentia l equality or admit, let
a lone embrace, thei r ethnic identities. But he does a l l this
a lmost in passi ng; this is not their story, but the story of Japanese
nationhood.
He argues the contemporary i nsistence on Japanese ethnic
homogeneity i s both very recent and be lied by her history of
modernization (state formation, colonization, and capita l i st
expansion), and provides ample evidence to be taken seriously.
Lie argues that Japan was multiethnic to begi n with and that today's
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emergi ng mi norities were established i n the pre-modern period
with development of social outcastes as the proto-Burakumin
and the Yamato conquest and assi mi lation of the Ainu, were
augmented i n the modern period with the colonization of the
Ryuu Kyuu islands, Taiwan, Korea and the Chi nese northeast, and
conti nue today as a consequence of the capitalist demand for
low-wage workers. Japanese nationhood could emerge only with
her modernization; only with the Meij i restoration of 1 868 can
Japan be said to have begun the process of nation formation .
The ideology of Japanese homogeneity emerged, Lie asserts,
as Japanese of a l l walks of life for the first ti me developed the
means (media, affluence and a democratic state) to perceive
themselves as a whole, exactly as they recovered from the rui ns
of colonialism and al l-out war. It is now to be chal lenged by a
more nuanced reality. Lie ends by consideri ng processes by
which social classification and signification limit the freedom of
i ndividuals to fu l ly participate i n their own realities, noting that
the reemergence of regional i dentities spearheads envi ronmental
activism (p1 7 1 ) and the attempt to conform to an imagi ned
Japanese essence stifles i ndividualism (p1 65).
Lie compares Japanese experiences of race, ethnicity and
nationality to simi lar experiences in the U nited States, B ritai n
and Europe, concludi ng the Japanese are not particu larly racist.
The comparisons warn us not to set the Japanese too apart from
ourselves, but fal l short of a satisfyi ng comparative analysis.
Lie's culmi nating foray i nto sociological theory argues
for conceptua l acuity whi le i l lumi nating the Japanese lack of
clarity i n the language of ethnicity, but fal ls short of providi ng
a comprehensive theory to tie together the elements of identity
formation and signification he has presented us. This he leaves to
others.
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